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Naming and Dismantling Whiteness in Art Museum Education: 
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Hannah Deborah Heller 
 
In the years since the advent of the Black Lives Matter movement, American art 
museums have increased attempts to address the racial inequities that persist in the field. These 
inequities impact all aspects of museum work, not least of which education. Because museum 
educators are often seen as the conduit between museum collections and audiences, the work of 
implementing anti-racist programming often falls to them. However, the museum education field 
is majority White, and while there is a rich body of literature treating the adverse impacts of 
Whiteness on classroom teaching practices, very little exists on how Whiteness might manifest in 
gallery teaching practices specifically for White museum educators.  
Utilizing participatory action research, practitioner inquiry, and a White affinity group 
model, this qualitative study explores aspects of Whiteness that impact the gallery teaching 
practices of four White museum educators. Our research questions seek to understand better how 
Whiteness manifests in our teaching specifically in the context of single visit field trips, how 
those impacts might shift depending on the racial demographics of the groups we are teaching, 
what questions come for us as a White practitioner-researcher group dedicated to undermining 
Whiteness in our teaching, and how, if at all, does participation in such a study impact how we 
think about and implement anti-racist teaching in our practice. 
As per the research traditions guiding this study, I treated myself as a participant 
alongside three other White museum educators, and together as a practitioner inquiry group we 
 
 
co-generated our research questions and agreed to our research methods. These included the 
formation of a digital space in which we could communicate with each other, observations of our 
teaching, reflective writing responding to the observations, and conversations in the digital space 
based on these writings. This period of data generation was followed by interviews between 
myself and each participant as well as a focus group with all of us.  
Findings surfaced various avoidance techniques we each employed in our teaching to 
avoid race talk or push our anti-racist teaching more deeply. Our avoidance pointed to perceived 
tensions we felt between our trainings and the demands of anti-racist teaching, as well as the 
limitations of the single visit field trip model. Findings also surfaced anxiety when discussing 
Blackness in particular, as well as problematic assumptions about both White students and 
students of color we work with. Analysis of these findings provide insights into the ways art 
museum pedagogies in addition to critical emotional pedagogies might be deployed towards anti-
racist teaching, as well as the emotional qualities of naming and dismantling Whiteness as White 
practitioners.  
While the findings are limited to the four museum educator participants and the specific 
contexts in which we work, this study points to ways we might begin to develop deeper 
understandings of how Whiteness might impact gallery teaching practices. More importantly, in 
the tradition of practitioner inquiry, this study raises important questions around how visitors of 
color experience Whiteness in museum education programs, how professional development 
might be reimagined for museum educators, as well as ways to rethink the traditional single visit 
field trip model to better accommodate anti-racist learning goals. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
 
I found myself originally drawn to the intersection of race and art museum education as a 
result of a personal, academic, and professional transformative experience that happened to me 
in the aftermath of Michael Brown's murder in Ferguson, Missouri in the summer of 2014. Of 
course, it was not the first time a White1 police officer extrajudicially shot and killed a Black 
person, but the publicization and nationwide protest around this particular event spurred 
something in me. I began to read about the prevalence of racism2 in American society, how 
embedded it is in every institution we rely on. I started initiating conversations with friends and 
family members, as well as the different museum publics I work with as an art museum educator, 
probing their reactions to this event and ones like it; many of these conversations were 
uncomfortable, as it is difficult for White people to openly admit to benefiting from certain 
 
1 I have decided to capitalize White, Whiteness, Black, and Blackness (as well as all racial 
descriptors) in accordance with the conventions suggested by the 7th edition of the APA 
publication manual that stipulate capitalizing of racial groups as proper nouns. I also make this 
choice in accordance with recent conventions in the art education field (see Acuff’s (2019) 
introduction to the Journal of Cultural Research in Art Education 2019 Volumes 36, Issues 1-3 
focusing on Whiteness). I also make this choice in light of scholarship that seeks to name and 
assign cultural qualities to the racial category of Whiteness that have gone unnamed for too long 
(Rogers & Mosley, 2006; Jacobson, 1999). However, critical Whiteness studies (CWS) scholars 
are not in complete agreement in this regard, and many choose to lowercase “white” and 
“whiteness” as a way to push back against reifying it. To honor this choice, I will use authors’ 
original preferred style when directly quoting them. 
  
2 I will be using a definition of racism commonly used in education and anti-racism circles, 
which is “prejudice plus power” (Tatum, 2017, p. 87). The implication is that racial prejudice or 
bias alone does not describe racism; it must also be paired with power, or the “capacity to control 
one’s circumstances” (trivedi, 2015, para. 7). The dominant (White) group overall has more 
power than other racial groups. This is why concepts like “reverse racism” are false ideologies; a 
person of color may be prejudiced towards a White person, but still holds relatively less power to 
act on any prejudice. Tatum (2017) notes that while it may occur in personal interactions (as it 
often does) racism also exists as a systemic and pervasive method of oppression.  
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privileges simply because of the color of their skin without feeling defensive, or guilty 
(DiAngelo, 2018). 
Now, nearly seven years and two presidential administrations later the urgency around 
these conversations has only intensified. Donald Trump’s presidency has unleashed an increased 
tolerance for misinformation (Carpenter, 2021; Froehlich, 2020), contributing to misplaced anger 
on the part of many White Americans directed towards immigrants of color (Arce, 2019), 
Muslims (Foran, 2016), Jewish people (Singh, 2020), Black people (Perry, 2020), Asian 
American and Pacific Islanders (AAPI) (Hswen, Xu, Hing, Hawkins, Brownstein, & Gee, 2021), 
and anyone perceived as “Other” (Said, 1978). This anger has led to an outpouring of violence; 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) (2017) reports that hate crimes in the US rose by 17% 
in 2017, the third year in a row that incidents of bias-motivated attacks have grown. According to 
their report About Hate Crime Statistics (2017), 59.6% of incidents were motivated by bias 
against “race, ethnicity, or ancestry.” The Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) (2016a) traces 
these attacks directly to Trump’s campaign and continuing vitriol “stoking... white racial 
resentment” (para. 5). A further report from the SPLC (2016b) demonstrates that these incidents 
have contributed to negative impacts in schools, where teachers note that the political climate 
“was producing anxiety among vulnerable students and emboldening others to new expressions 
of politicized bullying” (para. 3). 
While dialogue can help address these tensions, many White people, for reasons they 
believe are good and justified avoid taking them up altogether. In educational contexts for 
example, ample data suggests that for White classroom teachers, bringing up topics they view as 
controversial can be uncomfortable for reasons related to their personal beliefs, the political 
context of the region in which they are teaching, as well as students’ emotional needs (Hess, 
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2009; Ho et al., 2014; Oulton et al., 2004). Conversations about race and racism specifically 
carry with them their own particular sensitivities, so much so that education psychologist Derald 
Wing Sue (2015) coined a term for them: race talk. Race talk is characterized by a “clash of 
racial realities” (Sue et al., 2007), particularly when in mixed race settings, which can often lead 
to emotional, defensive interactions, prompting White participants to use various avoidance 
strategies (Sue, 2015). Sue and Sue (1990) and Sue et al. (1992) have identified the six most 
common reactions White students experience when working with race-related content. They 
include: 
1. Anger: (e.g., “Why blame me?”, “How dare you?”, “It’s your fault”) 
2. Sadness and remorse: (e.g., “I am a bad person,” “I feel so guilty”) 
3. Despair: (e.g., “I can’t do anything to change this”, “I feel ashamed of being 
 White”) 
4. Fear: (e.g., “You can’t expect me to give up what I’ve earned”) 
5. Intellectualization: (e.g., “But I’m a woman, surely I’m also oppressed”) 
6. Withdrawal: (e.g., lowered eyes, silence, leaving the room) 
No doubt many of these reactions are familiar; we see them in the media, in classroom 
settings, and I certainly observe them in myself, as well as in my conversations with friends, 
family, and museum audiences alike. These conversations, coupled with reading more about the 
nature of race talk made me consider more critically my role as a White museum educator 
(WME), and what my responsibilities are as far as engaging in race talk in museum settings with 
my student groups. Should race and/or racism come up on every tour? Should I adhere to my 
own personal educational goals with regards to race talk, even if they differ from those of the 
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classroom teacher? If students aren’t interested in my chosen line of inquiry that centers race 
should I pursue the topic, or keep the tour strictly student-centered?  
While the question of how race talk is facilitated in art museums has many possible 
answers and certainly its own challenges, as a museum educator I have observed firsthand how, 
in any museum, object-based learning can provide opportunities to develop critical, democratic, 
and empathic thinking required to engage in successful race talk. Several museum educators, 
practitioners, and theorists have noted that despite their historically problematic orientations 
towards race, art museums not only can but should exist at the forefront of anti-oppression 
education (Sandell, 2003; Sandell & Nightingale, 2012; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016). Further, it 
has been demonstrated that often it is museum educators and education departments who 
typically take up the charge towards greater equity in their institutions (Dewhurst & Hendrick, 
2016; Munley & Roberts, 2006; Ng et al., 2017).  
I became interested in how museum educators choose--or as the case often is, not choose-
-to engage with race on their tours in service of anti-racist teaching, given the myriad of 
strategies and options available in most educators’ “toolboxes.” I conducted a pilot study to help 
develop my thoughts on the topic. I designed a study (Heller, 2018), observing and interviewing 
two museum educators of color and two WME’s leading tours teaching from artworks by the 
same artist to compare how educators of color and White educators treat race and racism in their 
teaching. I observed a couple different ways the WME’s I studied taught about race that diverged 
from their colleagues of color who participated in the study. The WME’s were less likely to 
name specifically what oppressed group the artist was depicting, and instead used what were for 
them more comfortable or less controversial euphemisms referring to class, or socio-economic 
status. I observed other subtle forms of silencing (Fine, 2003). For example, if a group seemed 
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disinterested in discussing a particular artwork or having a conversation about race, the WME’s 
were less likely to pursue it and more likely to move on to something else. While interviews 
revealed that the WME’s I observed are well intentioned and aware of their own Whiteness and 
privileges therein, as well as their perceived role in dismantling oppression when possible, for 
whatever reason their ideals did not always necessarily match up with their actual teaching 
practices. 
Further, the literature overwhelmingly suggests the benefits of sustained, critical, varied 
format, individual, and partnership-based reflective and reflexive practices3 for practitioners in 
all educational contexts (Barton & Ryan, 2014; Bolton & Delderfield, 2018; Brookfield, 2017; 
Dewey, 1933; Ghaye, 2010; Jay & Johnson, 2002; Larrivee, 2000; Parkes & Kajder, 2010; 
Richardson, 1998; Schon, 1984; Zeichner & Liston, 1996). However, because developing a 
reflective practice takes time and effort (Richardson, 1998), it can be particularly difficult to do 
for museum educators, who often work part time at multiple jobs, to develop a true community 
of practice or find time to do reflective or reflexive work at all--a reality I experience personally 
and is true for many museum educators I have spoken with. 
Reflection for White practitioners doing this work takes on further nuance. Writers of 
color have long acknowledged the various ways Whiteness is established in our society, 
including education. This study does not ignore their voices, but rather takes up the charge that 
White people need to re-educate and change themselves (hooks, 1994). Whiteness is a problem, 
and it is White people’s problem to fix (hooks, 1994; Sleeter, 1993). McIntyre (1997) notes that 
 
3 Reflective work refers to thinking back on the quality and experience of events and products of 
teaching. Reflexive work attends to qualities of our identity--our biases, attitudes, and 




all too often it is researchers, educators, writers, and artists of color articulating anti-racist 
discourse (as per my observations this is still true 20 years later); at the risk of centering 
Whiteness, she advocates for supporting White educators to find their own critical voice against 
White supremacy (p. xi). Following McIntyre’s (1997) study in which she studied White pre-
service classroom teachers, I argue that in order for White educators to be better prepared to 
support all students they must engage in reflexive exercises designed to “develop a range of 
insights about their own socialization processes and their own locations as White… teachers” (p. 
5). Because Whiteness is constructed to be “invisible” and hard to define, White educators have 
difficulty identifying where it manifests, and in turn, what their responsibilities are as far as 
countering it (Marx, 2004; Sleeter, 2001; Warikoo et al., 2016). Because of this, White 
practitioners tend to have difficulty with placing the onus of change on themselves. Only when it 
is made visible can it be disrupted (Dyer, 1997b). Only through this form of self-reflection and 
critique can White museums educators break through and out of simply reproducing the social 
norms and biases we are comfortable and familiar with (Crum & Hendrick, 2014).   
Considering my own Whiteness, as well as observing other WME’s, has inspired this 
continued interest in working with WME’s, and critically reflect together about how we perceive 
our Whiteness affecting how we teach so that we can name these behaviors and subvert them in 
our practice.  
Problem Statement  
In the years since Michael Brown’s shooting, the creation of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, and in light of continued racial unrest many museums have been quick to react, 
issuing statements of support (see, for example, the American Alliance of Museums (AAM) 
(2017) statement responding to the events in Charlottesville in August 2017), stating strong 
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institutional stances against discriminatory practices and for social responsibility (Nightingale & 
Mahal, 2013), providing workshops for staff on anti-oppressive, inclusive museum practices 
(Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2017), offering conferences specifically on the theme of diversity (see 
2017 themes for the National Art Education Association (NAEA) Museum Education 
Preconference and AAM annual meeting), and other actions that indicate both an interest in 
promoting racial diversity and justice and a commitment to improving the status quo (Reid, 
2014). However, in the aftermath of the uprisings of 2020 protesting ongoing police brutality and 
anti-Black violence, and a full year after many museums and professional museum organizations 
issued so-called “statements of solidarity,” we have yet to see substantive action steps taken 
towards the real, radical changes needed in the field, revealing the performative nature of 
institutional as well as personal allyship. Activist museum groups and individuals are rising up to 
ask: “What keeps us from taking necessary actions?” (Collective Liberation, 2021). 
Further, seeing as there is a rich body of literature on Whiteness and K-12 education in 
general (Trainor, 2002; Sleeter, 2001; McCarthy, 2003; Haviland, 2008), and given the current 
fact that 72% of the museum employees are White, 74% of museum educators are White, and 
88% of museum workers in leadership positions are White (Westermann et al., 2019), it appears 
that this lack of information on the impact of Whiteness specifically on museum education is 
both pressing and relevant. This study aims to explore how WME’s understand our own 
Whiteness, where it manifests in our gallery teaching practices, and how we perceive its impacts 
on the audiences we work with, in order to keep working towards deepening our anti-racist 
teaching.  
Research Questions 
With these concerns in mind, in this study I examine the following research questions: 
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• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
• What issues or questions arise when four WME’s gather to discuss impacts of Whiteness 
in their museum teaching? 
• How, if at all, does a co-reflexive, participatory exploration of their Whiteness over time 
influence their thinking and practice, particularly as it pertains to discussing race with 
museum visitors? 
o What are participants’ perceptions about the value of a White affinity group? 
Significance of the Study 
The results of this study will be significant for several audiences. First, while these 
findings will be specific to the experiences of the four WME’s in this study, other WME’s may 
be able to learn more about how their identity as White people impacts their teaching, and 
benefit from observing how we considered our Whiteness. 
Not only might WME’s benefit from the results of this study, but hopefully museum 
education managers, and anyone in a position to support museum educators will learn more 
about what resources in particular WME’s would benefit from to help them consider the impact 
of their race on how they teach. Similarly, museum educator graduate level training programs 
may benefit from some specific guidance as to what might benefit White museum education 
students as far as preparing them to engage with diverse audiences on the topic of race, as well as 
the impact of their Whiteness on their work as they advance in the field. 
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One other possible area of significance is for educators of color, and anti-racist discourse 
in museums writ large. Understanding better the intersection between Whiteness studies and 
museum education can contribute to the field’s understanding of how oppression works both on a 
systemic and individual level in museums, and what role race plays in our practice for all 
museum educators. In addition, the more adept WME’s are at facilitating race talk and anti-racist 
teaching, the more educators of color will be able to rely on them as allies in a communal effort 
to disrupt racism and potentially even other power structures.  
Finally, while this study was not designed to directly assess what impacts Whiteness has 
for visitors of color in gallery teaching contexts, my hope is that this study illuminates some 
directions towards subverting some of the behaviors and practices that hold WME’s back from 
fully committing to anti-racist teaching. I believe the questions this study raises indicate 
directions towards additional study around the experiences of visitors of color, and support 
overall movement towards providing more critical, transformative experiences for all visitors. I 
particularly hope these questions lead to research that contributes to creating more welcoming 
and equitable experiences for visitors who have been marginalized in museum spaces. 
Ultimately, my hope is that all these significances taken together may make a 
contribution towards a more equitable and just world. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
Critical Race Theory 
My thinking around race is shaped largely by Critical Race Theory (CRT). CRT is a lens 
through which one can look at the institutions and everyday goings on of American society and 
examine them for the deep-rooted racism that characterizes all aspects of life in this country. 
CRT was developed in the 1970s by legal theorists, activists, and academics who saw a problem 
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with the incremental, status quo activism inherited from the Civil Rights era, the benefits of 
which were not only not achieving enough change, but already in the process of being repealed 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Where some Civil Rights activists believed in “incrementalism and 
step-by-step progress,” CRT “questions the very foundations of the liberal order,” particularly 
notions about equal rights and treatment under the law (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 3). In 
other words, where Civil Rights lawyers were working within the legal system to change 
legislation from within, CRT theorists critically examine the system itself. In many ways, CRT 
developed out of a need for new vocabulary to describe the structures of oppression embedded in 
the institutions we all rely on. 
In accordance with its legal and social science origins, CRT not only serves as a lens for 
examining racism in the world, but also inherently connotes an orientation towards activism. It 
sets out to not just examine our current societal institutions and structures, but also impact them 
and change them for the better (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Yamamoto, 1997). Yamamoto 
(1997) charges CRT theorists, especially academics, to always pursue “theory in light of 
practical experience” (p. 874). 
One of CRT’s major tenets maintains that racism is a “normal,” embedded, and often 
taken for granted element of our society (Matsuda et al., 1993; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The 
ordinariness of racism makes it all the more difficult to address because it has been rendered 
nearly universally unacknowledged (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). This embedded, nearly hidden 
aspect ultimately not only disadvantages people of color (POC) from dismantling it, but also 
serves the White dominant group. 
Matias (2016) notes that while CRT is helpful for understanding ways in which racism is 
centered in American (and global) society and the vast and varied ways it impacts POC, for the 
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purposes of examining traits of the dominant culture it must also be married with a critical view 
of Whiteness that examines ways Whiteness is invested in and maintained. The following 
describes the second prong of my theoretical framework, Critical Whiteness Studies, that 
supports this examination. 
Critical Whiteness Studies 
Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) is a field of study that takes a multipronged approach 
to studying the history and culture of people who are identified as White, and the construction of 
Whiteness as a concept linked to social status. CWS is a broad field with scholars focused on 
exposing the oppressive nature of Whiteness within various fields of study, including sociology 
(Dyer, 1997b; Frankenberg, 1993; Ware, 1992), history (Zinn, 2005; Allen, 2012), legal studies 
(Haney Lopez, 1996; Harris, 1993), economics, (Lipsitz, 1995; Roediger, 1999), and education 
(Marx, 2004; Matias, 2016; McIntosh, 1988).  
Decades before CWS became acknowledged within the academy, writers of color, 
particularly Black scholars, had been writing about and defining Whiteness. In 1903, W. E. B. 
Du Bois named “the problem of the color line”--the distance between White and “darker… races 
of men” to be the problem of the 20th century (p. 32). Other important Black thinkers such as 
novelist and literary critic Ralph Ellison (1952), novelist and activist James Baldwin (1985), and 
philosopher and critical theorist Frantz Fanon (1967) each acknowledged that Whiteness is the 
root of the problem that is racism. Historically, Black people studied Whiteness as a survival 
mechanism (hooks, 1992; Roediger, 1999); indeed hooks (1992) notes that despite POC’s 
general invisibility to White people, Black people have been studying them through an 
anthropological lens since slavery. 
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CWS has more recently become established as an academic field in the last couple 
decades focusing on 1) the identification and analysis of the racial category of Whiteness, and 2) 
the historic, social, political, and cultural dominance of Whiteness (Fine et al., 1997; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 1997; Kincheloe et al, 1998). CWS seeks to move away from dialogue about racism 
couched solely on “the inadequacies of ‘others’ or from the race/d relations between ‘us’ and 
‘them’” towards revealing the mechanisms in place in our society that serve to reproduce White 
supremacy and White privilege (Levine-Rasky, 2000, p. 272). Its more recent studies owe a great 
deal to Critical Race Theory, particularly a conceptualization of race as an "ideological, political 
deployment," rather than anything neutral or simply biological or natural (Jacobson, 1999, p. 14). 
Important to note is that CWS scholarship (and CRT scholarship as well) is not an assault on 
White people, but rather situated against the socially constructed imposition and reinforcement 
of Whiteness--the specific qualities of which I will describe in the literature review (Levine-
Rasky, 2000).  
As a theoretical framework, CWS can be deployed as a way to guide White people in 
their critical examination of their own race and its impacts (Levine-Rasky, 2000; Matias & 
Mackey, 2016). CWS maintains that critical self-examination is key for White people to be 
successful in situating themselves within the larger oppressive system of White supremacy. CWS 
provides “a framework to deconstruct how whites accumulate racial privilege,” (Matias & 
Mackey, 2016, p. 34). In this way, CWS serves to orient this study, which is predicated on 
critical self-examination, to do it in a way that is as critical and responsible as possible, that 
avoids recentering Whiteness so that it can be dismantled. 
However, Audre Lorde (1984/2007) famously reminds us that “the master’s tools will 
never dismantle the master’s house”--meaning, transformational change requires 
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transformational strategy, rather than a reliance on status quo means and ways of knowing 
derived exclusively from the dominant group (p. 110). While some CWS literature gives credit to 
its origins in African American conceptions of Whiteness, the most cited scholars in the field are 
White (e.g., Peggy McIntosh, Ruth Frankenberg, David Roediger, Matthew Frye Jacobson, Noel 
Ignatiev, etc). Indeed, the fact that it has only been relatively recently accepted as part of the 
academy is arguably an indicator of just how successful Whiteness is as an organizing concept, 
as well as to the epistemological erasure of White people as a racial category (more on this in the 
literature review). If CWS only looks to insights and resistance from other White people, “we 
end up focused on the superficial, like Band-Aid color” (a reference to couching study of 
Whiteness solely on characteristics of Whiteness, such as personal privileges), and less focused 
on the structural, political, social maintenance of Whiteness that negatively impacts people of 
color (Nishi, 2019, p. 63). This may be largely due to the fact that, as Leonardo (2013) notes, 
instead of centering CWS scholars of color, White scholars tend to reiterate or appropriate their 
colleagues of color’s words, which then become more palatable for a White audience, serving to 
“preserve white comfort zones and inevitably feelings of safety” (p. 85). Fine et al. (1997) 
characterize this tension, noting that they “worry that in our desire to create spaces to speak, 
intellectually or empirically, about whiteness, we may have reified whiteness as a fixed category 
of experience; that we have allowed it to be treated as a monolith, in the singular, as an ‘essential 
something’” (xi). 
I appreciate Hawkman’s (2017) rationale for bringing together CRT and CWS for their 
dissertation, a dynamic that informs my work as well:  
For me, utilizing these theories in conversation with each other insists that I keep my 
attention on the impact and influence that whiteness plays in the decisions, actions, and 
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choices of participants and myself. In addition, this theoretical pairing demands that in 
addressing whiteness, I remain attentive to the stories, experiences, and knowledge of 
marginalized communities and People of Color. Moreover, in selecting these two 
theoretical frames, I hoped to engage in/with the dual foundations of criticality, suspicion 
and empathy (Leonardo, 2013). Suspicion of the presence, deployment, and resistance 
associated with whiteness and empathy toward participants’ as they work through their 
experiences and emotions within the course. (pp. 39-40). 
I similarly hope to approach this research with a balanced measure of empathy and criticality. 
Type of Study 
Toni Morrison (1992) calls explicitly for research that makes the “process” of Whiteness 
and White supremacy deliberately and painfully visible. Many researchers recommend 
designated spaces for White practitioners to critically explore Whiteness and develop their White 
racial identity (Linder, 2015; Hubain et al., 2016; Michael & Conger, 2009; Torrens, 2009). In 
light of this, I designed a qualitative study guided by practitioner inquiry, participatory action 
research, and White affinity work to answer research questions pertaining to four WME’s 
perceptions of our Whiteness and ways it might impact the museum visitors we work with in the 
context of our gallery teaching.  
To answer these questions, we were each observed giving tours by a trusted colleague, 
engaged in reflexive conversations about our teaching with the people who observed us, and 
wrote reflections about these conversations. These written reflections were shared and discussed 
with the other WME participants in a digital format to accommodate our being located all over 
the country. Written conversations in this digital format, as well as one-on-one conversations 
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with me, and a focus group including each of the participants serve as the sources for data for 
this study. I will explain more about the particulars of this design of the study in Chapter 3. 
 Assumptions 
Not to be debated: 
• Whiteness is a socially constructed concept that affects White educators’ identities, as 
well as elements of their overall teaching philosophy and approach. 
• Racism is a personal, societal, structural, and institutional problem, and steps should be 
taken to address it. 
• Systems of oppression, like White supremacy, have impacts on cultural institutions, 
including museums and museum education. 
To be debated: 
• White museum educators need more support in having conversations about race in 
museum settings. 
• Racism and Whiteness are often difficult to talk about and require special training and 
dedicated reflexive work to become adept at discussing. 
• One can learn about how Whiteness manifests in museum education in art museum 
settings by observing tours, reflecting on our practice, and speaking to White educators 
about their experiences. 
Organization of the Chapters 
In this chapter I introduced the background to the problem I am studying, research 
questions, and theoretical frameworks guiding this study. Chapter 2 will review literature to lend 
additional context to studying impacts of Whiteness on art museum gallery teaching practices, 
16 
 
including a brief history of the treatment of race and racism in art museums; an overview of 
contemporary gallery teaching pedagogies; Whiteness, its impacts in educational contexts, and 
pedagogies that support race talk and anti-racist teaching; and end with considerations for 
discussing race, racism, and/or Whiteness through objects. In Chapter 3 I introduce the 
methodology and design for this study, detailing the relevancy of practitioner research, 
participatory action research, and White affinity work for our purposes. In Chapter 4 I share the 
four WME’s participants’ narratives containing findings relevant to our first two research 
questions pertaining to perceptions of our Whiteness in our teaching and possible impacts on 
students. Chapter 5 turns to discussion of these findings in relation to relevant literatures, such as 
museum education and anti-Blackness studies. Chapter 6 describes findings and analysis 
pertaining to our third and fourth research questions concerning impacts and reflections on our 





CHAPTER 2: Review of the Literature 
 
This literature review will cover contemporary museum education practices for gallery 
teaching, offer a definition of Whiteness, and discuss methods for facilitating race talk and anti-
racist teaching in educational settings. However, before offering this contextual information 
informing this study’s focus on impacts of Whiteness on art museum teaching practices, I felt it 
was important to offer context for this context regarding historical treatments of race in 
museums, and what contemporary efforts look like today. This brief “context for the context” 
conveys the backdrop against which museum educators do their jobs today and the strong 
historical impulses we are working against that continue to impact all aspects of contemporary 
museum work.  
Historical Treatment of Race and Racism in Art Museums 
To understand the history of art museums and their orientation towards race is to 
understand the history of colonialism, nationalism, and capitalism (Mears & Modest, 2012).4 Art 
museums originate from 18th century European private collections, or “cabinets of curiosities” 
owned by the cultural elite (Alexander & Alexander, 2008). They were typically makeshift 
collections of both luxurious items reflecting the dominant (White, upper class) European culture 
as well as artifacts from conquered, colonized lands (Hein, 2000; Jeffers, 2003). Mears and 
Modest (2012) note that the acquisition (often literal theft) by the wealthy and elite of artworks 
from cultures of color all over the world, “served to reinforce the distance and presumed 
difference between those regarded as British [or otherwise White/European] and others regarded 
 
4 Science and natural history museums follow much of this same arc, as far as colonialist 
tendencies in representation. See Teslow (2010) and MacDonald (2010) for a parallel discussion 
in natural history and science museums respectively. 
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as… barbarous and savage” (p. 295). They represented not just that which was different from the 
dominant, White, Western norm, but specifically less than, fetishized, “ju-jus” (Shelton, 1995). 
This distancing of the Other from the dominant group through decontextualized displays of art 
and artifacts might also be described as a function of racial capitalism (Robinson, 1983) that is 
predicated on categorizing and separating groups of people for the purpose of capital gain 
(Gilmore, 2002). This theft of cultural heritage via capital from countries representing Othered 
populations goes hand in hand with their enslavement and displacement; Melamed (2015) 
elaborates that processes of accumulation of capital in fact “require loss, disposability, and the 
unequal differentiation of human value, and racism,” which “enshrines the inequalities that 
capitalism requires” (p. 77). Initially only made available to collectors’ friends and 
acquaintances, as colonialism and capitalism spread across the continents of the Americas, Asia, 
and Africa, so too did these “cabinets” expand into vast museum collections.5  
From their earliest origins, art museums tended to their collections first and foremost, 
existing to “allow [emphasis added] their viewers to experience beauty rather than convey 
information” (Alexander & Alexander, 2008, p. 42). The art was intended to speak for itself; if 
you were not well educated or “worldly” enough to appreciate it without help, then you were on 
your own (Hein, 2000). Weil (2002) characterizes this early mission as the following: “to gather, 
preserve, and study the record of human and natural history. Any further benefit… was simply a 
 
5 One contemporary example of how art museums continue to represent this capitalistic hoarding 
of wealth built on the backs of communities of color it stole (and continues to steal) from might 
be found in the fact that museum endowments have on the whole increased (some to the tune of 
double-digit increases!) during the COVID-19 pandemic (Knight, 2021)—at the same time that 
museum workers, particularly those of color, continue to experience furloughs, pay cuts, and 
exploitive labor conditions. 
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plus” (p. 28). If there was any semblance of educative purpose, it was to merge all humankind 
“into a single, harmonious, uniformly, unblemished whole” (Hein, 2000, p. 44). 
However, for any object removed from its original context, how it is curated and 
displayed plays an inherent and unavoidable role in how we see it, and in turn its creator and 
subject (Alpers, 1991; Mears & Modest, 2012). In this way the acts of exhibition and curation 
become very much “contested terrain” (Karp & Lavine, 1991, p. 1). This contestation typically 
results in “universal” collections that focus on subsections within Western art, and relegate entire 
swaths of the world (e.g., “Asian Art,” “Oceanic Art”) to physically smaller sections with much 
less regard to their internal chronology, specific provenance, or cultural significance (Hooper-
Greenhill, 2000a). As such, artifacts from colonized areas of the world are often completely 
decontextualized and reduced to aesthetic objects without any sense of their original purpose, 
while allowing a more nuanced absorption of certain cultures’ output (such as Greek and Roman 
Classical sculptures, Egyptian mummies) and the resolutely static exotification of others (e.g., 
African masks, Native American beaded loincloths) (Adams & Koke, 2014; Fenner, 2008; Hall, 
1997). 
In the last several decades, particularly beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, artists and 
museum activists have challenged this decontextualized, racist aspect of museum interpretation. 
Civil Rights groups started protesting and challenging art museums to both start prioritizing and 
more responsibly contextualizing art collections from historically colonized areas, expand the 
accepted canon of “old White men” to include more women and artists of color (Teslow, 2007, 
p. 26) and to hire more people of color as well (Simpson, 2001). Gradually, the conversation in 
the American art scene shifted to one about representation, specifically the representation of 
artists of color (Cahan, 2016). While some American modern art museums successfully 
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experimented with diversifying their exhibition practices, this period also gives us troubling 
examples of the obstacles that existed in pursuing change; for example, the Met’s 1969 
exhibition Harlem on My Mind shockingly contained no works by Black artists, much less Black 
artists from Harlem, representing a sanitized, “White man’s view” of the neighborhood 
(Simpson, 2001, p. 10). Another tactic from this period that art museums employed is the 
“identity” exhibition, conveniently enabling museums to put up a “Black show” featuring 
hundreds of different Black artists, without treating individual works with the academic rigor 
they deserve (Cahan, 2016). While substantive progress on a grand scale was slow to come, this 
time period did generate many of the great special interest museums that cater still to specific 
cultural groups, such as the Studio Museum in Harlem, which opened in 1968, and El Museo del 
Barrio, which opened in East (or “Spanish”) Harlem in 1969.  
While some incremental change has been achieved over the last couple of decades, so 
much of what was perceived as intolerable then still persists today. A 2010 report issued by the 
American Alliance of Museums estimates that although minoritized racial groups represent 34% 
of the population in the United States, they represent only 9% of museum visitors (p. 5). It seems 
clear that museums have not yet achieved their “preferred future… in which our users reflect our 
communities” (Farrell & Medveda, 2010, p. 5). Fleming (2002) notes that “contrary to at least 
some of the principles according to which most museums were created, museums have not been 
democratic, inclusive organization, but agents of social exclusion… no one could argue 
convincingly that museums in the last quarter of the twentieth century were anything other than 
dominated by middle-class people from comfortable backgrounds” (p. 213). 
While challenges still exist as far as representation and equitable practices in museum 
work, some might argue a sea change is underway. In addition to more museums shifting from 
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“monologue (producing narratives for) to dialogue (producing narratives with)” communities and 
audiences (Mears & Modest, 2013, p. 294), Teslow (1997) notes that work by contemporary 
artists of color are increasingly being exhibited in major art museums, particularly beginning in 
the 90s and 00s; many of these artists draw on their experience as outsider to stage institutional 
critiques through their art.  
However, despite some evidence that art museums are interested in more progressive 
exhibition initiatives, many see these as “band-aid” attempts to address longstanding issues of 
inequitable internal labor practices (Steinhauer, 2019) and enduring challenges to authentic 
attempts to dismantle institutional Whiteness (Berger, 1990; Morgan, 2020). The summer 
uprisings of 2020 in protest of the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor prompted 
museums to issue solidarity statements, indicating their support for the Black Lives Matter 
movement; however very few of these statements addressed museums’ own institutional 
complicity in upholding White supremacy, and a full year later (at this time of writing), we have 
seen very little actionable change (Museums as Sites for Social Action [MASS Action], 2020). 
Many recent museum activist projects have worked to illuminate these shortcomings; for 
example, La Tanya Autry and Mike Murawski’s #MuseumsAreNotNeutral movement6 
illuminates how museums uphold an oppressive status quo; Strike MoMA’s7 work makes visible 
the links between art museums, capitalism, and racism; Decolonize This Place’s8 recent projects 
are dedicated to “outing” museum board members’ illicit actions;9 Museum Workers Speak10 has 
 
6 More info here: https://www.museumsarenotneutral.com/learn-more 
7 More info here: https://www.strikemoma.org/ 
8 More info here: https://decolonizethisplace.org/ 
9 For example, they are responsible for ousting Whitney board member Warren Kanders and are currently 
organizing a protest of MoMA, noting specifically board member’s Leon Black’s relationship with convicted rapist 
and pedophile Jeffrey Epstein. 
10 More info here: https://sites.google.com/view/museumworkersspeak/ 
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raised over $150,000 in mutual aid to support laid off museum workers due to the pandemic 
under the tagline, “It has become clear to us that when our institutions will not stand in solidarity 
with us, we must stand in solidarity with one another” (Museum Workers Speak, 2020); as well 
as the student organized Death to Museums unconference series11 (2020). Together these 
initiatives convey a sense that in the seven years since museum activists Adrianne Russell and 
Aleia Brown first organized #MuseumsRespondtoFerguson (2014) as a movement as well as a 
collective response calling museums to action, not nearly enough has changed. Further, a critical 
mass of museum workers is starting to notice and demand institutional accountability.12  
Many argue that despite their questionable track record on issues related to social justice 
and equity, museums are uniquely well suited to having these conversations (Nightingale & 
Mahal, 2013; Sandell, 2002; Silverman, 2010) and that museum educators are well suited for this 
work (Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; Munley & Roberts, 2006; Ng et al., 2017). However, it is 
clear that we work against entrenched, institutional commitments to maintaining White 
supremacy. This is the backdrop against which museum educators attempt to discuss race with 
their visitors. 
The following section will describe museum education gallery teaching practices, 
focusing on the field trip format, and different approaches to gallery teaching pedagogies. 
What is Art Museum Education? 
In 2005 the American Alliance of Museums (AAM) Committee on Education (EdCom) 
published an updated summary of museum education best practices, informed by the prior 
 
11 More info here: https://deathtomuseums.com/ 
12 For a fuller accounting of the current state of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion practices in the museum field, see  





decade’s multiple advancements prioritizing audience engagement; the text references updated 
accreditation requirements around interaction with audiences, including the Institute of Museum 
and Library Services (IMLS) requiring grant applicants to include educational services and 
assessment, as well as examples of federal agencies and foundations supporting new accessibility 
efforts. EdCom (2005) defines museum educators as “specialists who help museums fulfill their 
educational mission” (p. 6). While the authors maintain that “there is no single way to fulfill a 
museum’s educational mission,” typically museum educators “serve as audience advocates and 
work to provide meaningful and lasting learning experiences for a diverse public” (p. 60). 
While art museum education serves as an umbrella term for many different types of 
programming for a multitude of audiences (e.g., public lectures, professional development for 
teachers, creating in-gallery materials for families), this study is primarily focused on programs 
that rely on in-gallery, object-based teaching practices.13 The gallery teaching described in this 
study comes with its own pedagogies and practices, and is frequently employed in programs with 
organized groups, such as field trips for K-12 classrooms, intergenerational programs, programs 
for seniors and teens, etc. This work also involves a number of responsibilities that happen 
behind-the-scenes, such as exhibition research, writing lesson plans, planning meetings with 
other museum staff, professional development, and relationship building with other staff and 
educators (Bailey, 2006). Art museum educators often spend hours researching not only the 
artworks, artists, art historical context, as well as any other relevant contextual information, but 
also salient pedagogical concerns about each work. These include, for example, which questions 
 
13 While there are many types of inquiry that happen in museums and fall within the purview of 
object-based teaching practices, including embodied responses, mindfulness exercises, and arts-
based activities, this review will focus on dialogic (verbal, facilitated) experiences with objects. 
See Sharon Vatsky’s (2018) text Museum Gallery Activities: A Handbook for more examples of 
these other types of exercises. 
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they will ask about the artwork, what order, what wording will they use, where in the sequence 
of the tour will they discuss the artwork, what is the most developmentally appropriate way to 
discuss it, what is their own interpretation of the artwork--and that’s just for one object 
(Burnham and Kai-Kee, 2011a; Stafne, 2012)!  
Field Trips 
Each of the examples of teaching referenced in this study falls within the category of 
single visit, field trip format. A 2018 joint study by the Museum Education Division of the 
National Art Education Association (NAEA) and Association of Art Museum Directors 
(AAMD) on the impact of single visit field trips in art museums defined these programs as “one-
time museum field trips in which students engage with original works of art within the physical 
setting of an art museum,” whereby “students are led by a representative of the museum (trained 
docent or museum educator) who uses inquiry-based pedagogies to guide students in discussions 
about works of art” (RK&A, 2018, p. 4). These programs typically last about 45-60 minutes, and 
frequently involve a pre-decided tour “route” including a range of artworks. The number of 
artworks can range depending on the time allotted for the program, the age of the group, and the 
teaching style of the facilitator. The NAEA-AAMD study (RK&A, 2018) noted an average of 
seven artworks included in the programs that were observed, while the WME’s in this study 
averaged about 3-4 artworks per tour. 
While multi-visit museum programs have been shown to have greater capacities for 
developing critical thinking in students (Luke et al., 2007; Housen, 2002), a couple studies in 
recent years have added to our understanding of the benefits of single-visit field trips for 
students, including a series of articles that report on findings from a comprehensive study at the 
Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art (Greene et al., 2014; Bowen et al., 2014), as well as 
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the NAEA-AAMD study (RK&A, 2018). Krantz and Downey (2021) note that these studies 
demonstrate single-visit field trips’ ability to support student growth in three capacities: creative 
thinking, empathy, and “to some extent” critical thinking (p. 39). Krantz and Downey (2021) 
point out that because findings from both studies are derived from observations at multiple art 
museums using different objects that it is the pedagogies of museum teaching that might be most 
significant to supporting these results. For example, they suggest that museum pedagogies that 
“model openness to different interpretations when acknowledging and accepting all students’ 
observations and inferences about an artwork” may be most directly credited for encouraging 
students’ capacities for empathy; this is evidenced by data from both studies that demonstrate 
students who do experience single-visit field trips are more likely to respond favorably to 
questions regarding “tolerance and historical empathy” (Krantz & Downey, 2021, p. 40), 
observed in positive answers to questions like, “I think people can have different opinions about 
the same things” (Greene et al. 2014, para. 22). 
Data from the Crystal Bridges study also helps us understand a little more who might 
benefit most from single-visit field trips to museums. Bowen et al. (2014) note with regards to 
capacities for critical thinking, they found that students who attend schools where the majority of 
students receive free and reduced lunch (FRL), students of color, and students from rural areas 
experienced a significantly higher benefit from the visit than their peers who are from lower-FRL 
schools, are White, or from larger towns. In fact, the authors found no statistically significant 
impact from participating in single-visit programs for these latter groups.  
Also inherent in the nature of field trip teaching is the role of the classroom teacher. 
Often museum educators are in touch with the teacher in advance of the tour to discuss the 
content of the tour, selected artworks, specific considerations for accommodating any 
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disabilities, and/or ways the tour content can align with what the students are currently learning 
in class (Storksdieck et al., 2007). Information about what to expect on the tour might also be 
communicated by the museums through pre-visit materials (Bartow, 2019; Storksdieck et al., 
2007).  
Types of Museum Inquiry 
Art museum educators have increasingly turned away from lecture-style delivery towards 
more dialogic, participatory methods of audience engagement with art works (Hein, 2012; 
Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, 2000b). This turn represents an overall shift in the field away from 
directing visitors to one singular truth about an artwork, toward a Deweyan constructivist 
learning approach predicated on visitors constructing knowledge through the personal 
connections they identify between themselves, people they are with, and museum objects 
(Barrett, 2000; Dewey, 1934/2005; Hein, 1998; Mayer, 2005). Burnham (1994) goes so far as to 
suggest that “the greatest gift we can give our students in the museum is the acceptance of their 
responses--as a group and as individuals--and an affirmation that whatever experience and 
reference each brings, it is valuable to our collective understanding of a work of art” (p. 522). 
This section will explore literature that specifically pertains to social (i.e., with groups of 
learners), mediated experiences in museums, such as tours for the public or organized groups led 
by a museum educator or docent, where meaning making is negotiated primarily through 
dialogue between viewers, the artwork, and the museum educator themself.  
Not every museum educator enacts this mediation the same way; in fact, in my 
experience, and according to some literature (Bailey, 2006; Stafne, 2012, Mask, 2020) most 
museum educators experience a wide degree of freedom in designing their own tours and 
methods of teaching such that it might be said there is no prescribed way to “do” museum 
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education. The following will explore different approaches to dialogue that might occur in these 
social, facilitated experiences that offer different outcomes depending on what the goals are for 
the experience.  
Hubard (2010) for example offers three different “modes of dialogue”: predetermined, 
thematic, and open. Predetermined inquiry allows for students to employ “their own reasoning 
process” to arrive at pre-established understandings dictated by the educator (p. 41). In this 
approach, a museum educator might use a “sequence of carefully crafted questions” in order to 
move participants “gently to the pre-identified knowledge” (p. 42). Hubard (2010) acknowledges 
some challenges in this approach, such as student comments that veer away from the main 
discussion points, and honoring all student responses regardless of how “right” they may or may 
not be. Interpretive dialogue by contrast relinquishes specific, pre-determined learning goals in 
favor of a more open-ended approach that subscribes to the idea that an artwork’s meaning is not 
“fixed,” but rather differs for each viewer, and even between each interaction (p. 42). Hubard 
(2010) identifies two different types of interpretive dialogue: thematic, which “limits” inquiry 
wherein the facilitator may specify a specific “lens” or theme to explore in the art work; and 
open dialogue, which is almost completely directed by the viewers (p. 43).  
Burnham and Kai-Kee (2011a) offer their own taxonomy for classifying art museum 
inquiry: conversations, discussions, and dialogues. While they acknowledge that each term is 
used somewhat interchangeably when describing museum inquiry, defining each from the other 
helps distinguish these “modes of teaching,” and their differing purposes (p. 80). Conversations 
are described as “free and improvised,” (p. 81) as well as “gentle and cooperative” (p. 83). The 
facilitator does not set a goal, except “to create an atmosphere in which everyone is comfortable 
speaking and exchanges are friendly” (p. 81). It is perhaps the most casual of museum dialogues. 
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Discussion, however is more “purposeful” than a conversation, and most in line with Hubard’s 
(2010) characterization of predetermined dialogue. For Burnham and Kai-Kee (2011a) 
discussion is “teleological,” aiming to “reveal the truth--or truths” about an artwork (p. 83). 
Again, questions are designed in advance to support viewers’ arriving at “the understanding she 
[the educator] wants them to achieve'' (p. 86). In this model the museum educator decides “what 
is important to say about each object,” and uses questions to “raise issues she [emphasis added] 
believes are important, and work out a particular interpretation” (p. 84). Burnham and Kai-Kee 
(2011a) note that this can be an effective approach when attempting to align museum teaching 
with classroom curriculum, and is often employed in school programs. Finally, dialogues are 
distinguished by a “stronger sense of purpose” than a conversation, and by the role of the 
educator; in conversation there is no established leader, whereas dialogues require a strong 
facilitator who “guides and shapes the flow of discourse,” but not in service of a predetermined 
goal such as with discussion (p. 87). Burnham and Kai-Kee (2011a) clarify that while the focus 
of dialogue remains on the participants, rather than the educator, the educator may be called to 
step in and play a variety of roles, including modeling what it looks like to disagree in this 
context, demonstrating “what is at stake is not being right or wrong, but the value of opposition 
in enlivening dialogue as a whole” (p. 90). 
Both Burnham and Kai-Kee (2011a) and Hubard (2010) acknowledge that a single 
experience with an artwork can include aspects of all of these approaches. For example, a 
museum educator might begin a conversation by asking what the participants notice, affirming 
many different answers; then bring in a specific theme to focus comments; finishing with 
opening back up to a dialogue to discuss implications of the overall experience. Ultimately, these 
different pedagogies, while different and addressing different learning goals, have several salient 
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aspects in common: open-ended questions or prompts offered by the facilitator, active visitor 
participation, and mediation on the part of the museum educator. 
Categorizing types of inquiry can be helpful, but descriptions of what actually is involved 
in facilitating these discussions can be more elusive. Hubard (2010) well describes some of the 
activities involved in facilitation; while these are more evident in open dialogue, I believe they 
can also present in most types of inquiry: 
I open the dialogue asking students what strikes them about the painting. I listen 
attentively. I articulate those aspects of the work to which different comments refer. I 
invite the group to delve into each aspect and to ground their readings on the qualities of 
the work… I highlight those avenues of inquiry that have emerged and encourage 
students to pursue them. I ask them to elaborate, to deepen, and to consider alternative 
readings. I point out related ideas and underscore conflicting interpretations. On occasion, 
I shift my role from facilitator to fellow inquirer. (p. 43) 
In sum, facilitating dialogue in the context of gallery teaching requires several activities all at 
once: asked authentically open-ended questions (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011b), very active 
listening, attentiveness to the group dynamics, making connections between comments, and 
adding information that might be useful to further conversation. 
The next section will describe different approaches to incorporating contextual 
information into the meaning making process. 
Different Approaches to Incorporating Contextual Information 
Museum educators sometimes have very different ideas and approaches to ways they 
bring in (or do not) information about the artwork and its cultural context to support meaning 
making for visitors. On one end are pedagogies that aim to eliminate this “information surround” 
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(Rice & Yenawine, 2002) about an artwork, believing that information is more distracting than 
helpful in forming a personal connection with it (Pierroux, 2005). On the other end are 
pedagogies that value bringing in “carefully selected” information that contextualizes the work in 
terms of the culture or historical period in which it was made, its place in the art historical 
record, and/or the artist’s personal experiences, among other sources of information as a way to 
mediate and deepen the viewer’s response to the work (Pierroux, 2005; Rice & Yenawine, 2002, 
p. 6). Contextual information is difficult to define in its entirety, but I offer that it encompasses 
information about the work that one might not be able to surmise from just looking at it alone. 
The following two sections will uncover both approaches in more detail, starting with an 
explication of Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS), a popular and frequently mentioned approach 
in this study that well captures a de-contextualized approach to museum teaching. I will then 
move to what Pierroux (2005) refers to as contextualist approaches.  
Visual Thinking Strategies 
VTS is a popular facilitation method for discussing art works in group settings that 
illustrates what I will call a de-contextualized approach to museum education. By no means the 
only, or even most often used method of inquiry in art museum settings, it is oft-cited in museum 
education training programs (Stafne, 2012), and came up several times during data generation in 
this study.  
The method was developed by museum educator Philip Yenawine and cognitive 
psychologist and aesthetic development researcher Abigail Housen. The method is simple on the 
surface: a VTS facilitator selects an artwork and begins the conversation by asking the group, 
“What is going on in this picture?” The facilitator paraphrases each response, as a way to affirm 
each statement and participant, add vocabulary, and to ensure the response was heard by the 
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whole group. If someone makes a comment that is in any way interpretive but does not include 
evidence for their interpretation (e.g., “The person looks sad”), the facilitator asks for visual 
evidence in the form of the follow up question: “What do you see that makes you say that?” 
Before moving onto a new comment, the facilitator asks the entire group, “What more can we 
find?” inviting everyone back into the process. The conversation thus becomes constructed by 
each participant, the group, and the facilitator, where the facilitator’s role is to listen, paraphrase, 
and ask for more insights. Yenawine (2013) proudly admits that this process effectively 
eliminates what he calls the “information surround,” referring to contextual information about 
the artwork. This speaks to the original intention of VTS, which was to support the needs of 
beginner art viewers, who attend art museums in the largest numbers (Burchenal & Grohe, 
2008). Stage 1 viewers are described by Housen (2000) as “storytellers”; they want to create 
narratives in response to the works, and are less interested in, for example, art historical context 
or the particular art movement the work belongs to in order to lend it meaning. For this reason, 
the founders of VTS decided to limit the works used for VTS to ones that participants “can enjoy 
and comprehend without explication,” such as images with a sense of narrative and ambiguity 
(Yenawine, 2013, p. 4).  
The main goals of the method are to support students in developing flexible thinking 
skills, including observation, evidential reasoning, developing (and perhaps revising) a point of 
view, reasoning with evidence; strengthening language and listening skills, including increasing 
vocabulary; developing respect for other people’s viewpoints and ability to debate multiple 
possibilities; developing visual literacy skills and personal connections to art; nurture curiosity 
and openness to the unfamiliar; and build confidence and willingness to participate in group 
discussions (Adams et al., 2006; Burchenal & Grohe, 2008; VTS, n.d.; DeSantis & Housen, 
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2007). This all said, VTS has its clear drawbacks: when asked if he ever corrects 
misunderstandings on the viewer’s part, Yenawine’s response is to simply not use the 
consistently misunderstood art piece--the methodology has no prescribed protocol in place for 
telling visitors they are “wrong” (Rice & Yenawine, 2002).14 VTS proponents posit that 
additional information about the work will cloud personal meaning making rather than sharpen 
it, and create an environment where there are “right” and “wrong” interpretations of art.  
While the notion that “there is no such thing as right or wrong!” is something art 
educators often say (I myself have definitely said this on a number of my tours to encourage 
participation), the truth is there very often is a right, or “more” right, or multiple right ways to 
interpret an artwork--and even wrong and/or offensive ones (Barrett, 2000; Hubard, 2007a). And 
while VTS emphasizes skill building described above, it is important to note that none of the 
method’s expressed goals is content related. Many museum educators point to this fact as a 
significant limitation to its utility in museum teaching contexts, where visitors often come not 
just to sharpen skills around critical thinking, but to actually learn something about the artworks 
and artists, as well as engage with artworks on a deeper level (Falk & Dierking, 1992; Rice & 
Yenawine, 2002). 
Contextualist Approaches  
Contextualists offer a different approach that strives to balance honoring visitors’ 
multiple interpretations of an artwork, while also bringing in contextual information about it and 
the contexts that surround it in order to further visitor’s meaning-making, not dampen it. 
 
14 Many years ago I heard a story about VTS being used to discuss an image of Christ. Students 
kept referring to the figure as a “pretty princess” because of his long hair and flowing robes. 
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This must be done carefully however; too much information too soon can silence 
participants, and create a sense that there might be a single “right” answer to what the artwork is 
“about.” Burnham and Kai-Kee (2004) maintain that the story behind an artwork might be 
important to know, but knowing it certainly does not “exhaust the painting’s meaning, nor is the 
story by any means all that the painting is about” (p. 72-73, see also Barrett, 2000). Hubard 
(2007b) advocates for a “deepening and enriching” of a visitor’s experience through contextual 
information through a careful selection of information, acknowledging that not every aspect of 
an artwork’s context is necessarily relevant to the discussion (p. 18). Information about the 
“story” or “purpose” of the artwork might be shared, with the goal that it opens up new 
understandings and questions, correct or fill gaps in viewers’ knowledge, and enhances personal 
connections--not shut down conversation (Hubard, 2007b, p. 20). Burnham (2011) echoes this, 
allowing for “participants’ curiosity to guide the way” and holding “in reserve the information I 
[the educator] had gathered and the opinions I had formulated,” until participants ask questions 
(“stated or unstated”) to determine when and how to incorporate that information (p. 122). 
Barrett (2000) also adds that pursuant interpretations of an artwork need not match the artist's 
intent for the artwork, such that even if contextual information points to a “correct” 
interpretation, contextualists are open to, and encouraging of, there being multiple truths about a 
work. 
The distinction between approaches like VTS and contextualist approaches (Pierroux, 
2005) is treated in an oft-cited conversation between museum educators Danielle Rice and Philip 
Yenawine (2002), who discuss the many advantages and disadvantages of each. While Yenawine 
notes that VTS enables viewers to interpret works in their own way that satisfies the needs of 
beginner viewers (Housen, 2000), Rice suggests that contextual information can “reinforce and 
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underline” visitor’s perspectives and reactions to the artwork, particularly when the experience is 
mediated by a museum educator (p. 6). Rice offers that the difference in these orientations may 
be captured by “teaching about art” versus “teaching with art,” in that the former contextualizes 
art so that we can learn more about it, the culture and history in which it was made, and make 
personal connections between that information and ourselves, where the latter emphasizes 
development of the close listening and critical thinking skills VTS targets, (described above) 
through looking at art.  
This all said, even Yenawine and Rice agree that ultimately there are multiple ways to 
achieve what they perceive as an end-goal of museum teaching: encouraging independent 
thinking and embrace of ambiguity and multiple viewpoints (Rice & Yenawine, 2002). Both 
camps agree that this type of engagement is inherently interpretive, insofar that museum 
educators are making choices in their teaching that reflect their own biases and positionalities, 
and ideas about what they think is important about the artwork (Barrett, 2000; Burnham & Kai-
Kee, 2011a; Rice & Yenawine, 2002).15  
Pierroux (2005) well captures the tension behind treating these approaches as mutually 
exclusive; museum educators may feel torn, forced to choose between adding contextual 
information in order fulfill their responsibility to bring in specialized content that may well 
nuance and enrich the experience, over “the sense of personal discovery” that, according to 
Pierroux, “characterizes the museum as a free-choice, informal learning environment” (p. 67). 
 
15 For example, an important part of the VTS method is the paraphrase, in which the facilitator 
re-presents the participant’s comment, often adding new vocabulary, and/or framing the 
comment by naming the type of cognitive process the participant might be using (e.g., “You are 
noticing the color of the background, and wondering if it might be connected to the mood of the 
central figure”). While the paraphrase should be a close re-presentation of the original comment, 
it is also inevitably a reflection of the facilitator’s ideas, biases, and personal thoughts about the 
comment and artwork. 
35 
 
Indeed, Pierroux (2005) notes that in her analysis of a video recording of Rice and Yenawine’s 
teaching demonstrations of the same artwork (1999), there is evidence in both approaches of 
multiple discourse types, such as describing, analyzing, arguing, developing associations, 
thinking, and feeling. Further, Pierroux found that for her, “both discussions [of the same 
artwork] facilitated similar meaning making themes” (p. 69). She ultimately suggests that while, 
yes, there are differences in the aims and methods of the two approaches, “the way in which 
discourse is guided and supported… is most significant for meaning making activity” (Pierroux, 
2005, p. 69). Indeed, many of the WME’s in this study, and in my personal experience (Heller, 
2017), many museum educators combine both approaches in their teaching, beginning with a 
quiet moment to look, followed by soliciting many initial reactions from the group through VTS-
like open-ended questions (e.g., What do we notice? What’s jumping out? What makes us say 
that?), and then move to offering additional interpretations informed by information about the 
artwork.  
Hubard (2007a) suggests that it might be less of a question of whether or not to insert 
information, but rather why and how, particularly when objects were created in a specific 
cultural/historical/political context for a specific purpose, and/or considering the relevance, if 
any, of the artist’s intention behind the work. She suggests that museum educators consider the 
specific nature of any tension or gap between a visitor’s interpretation and the original intent 
behind a work, noting that these gaps can be “narrower or wider, and more or less significant” (p. 
410). Awareness around the “extent and import of the breach,” will aid the educator in 
determining “how much and what kind of information is needed to address it” (p. 410). If there is 
information that visitors are unaware of that might help them make additional meaning of the 
object, how might the educator share it? 
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How might one position this information vis-à-vis the spectators’ readings? Is it up for 
debate? Is it an uncontestable fact? Does it speak of meanings parallel to those discovered 
by museum visitors? Or should it take precedence over viewers’ incorrect readings? Can 
this knowledge work as a framework for interpretation? Or can it help viewers ponder the 
nature of the creative process? (Hubard, 2007a, p. 413) 
Finally, Hubard (2007a) asks what is the best way to share contextual information so that “it will 
deepen, rather than shut out, visitors’ responses?” The museum educator’s job is presented as a 
“subtle balancing act” where personal meaning making often meets awareness of unfamiliar 
cultural significances hopefully to “enrich rather than exclude each other” (p. 413). 
Interpreting artworks through a racialized lens bring their own specific considerations, 
which I will address later in this review. Before that though I think it important to first share a 
definition of Whiteness and its implications for teaching in general, as well as for specific 
audiences. I will then discuss certain pedagogies that facilitate discussion of topics about race 
and racism. This will all contextualize the final section on specific considerations for race talk 
and anti-racist teaching in art/museum education contexts.  
Defining Whiteness 
A definition of Whiteness begins with the CRT concept of a socially constructed notion 
of race. While this concept is well documented (Haney-Lopez, 1994; Omi & Winant, 2014), too 
often the passive construction of the term “socially constructed” obfuscates who exactly is 
behind the conceptions of race we have inherited today. Starting with the 17th century and the 
advent of Enlightenment ideals around science and empirical observation, and progressing well 
into the 20th century, White European scientists began to seek formal, ostensibly scientifically 
based categories of humans. These were primarily based on skin color, prompted by imperialistic 
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expansion and colonization endeavors in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, and later to justify the 
oppression of the Other (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Jacobson; 1999; Omi & Winant, 1994). In their 
struggle to fabricate sufficient categories to account for the world’s variations of skin tone, 
Jacobson (1999, p. xi) notes that in 1942, anthropologist Brewton Berry observed: 
Hardly two [scientists] agree as to the number and composition of the races. Thus one 
scholar makes an elaborate classification of twenty-nine races; another tells us there are 
six; Huxley gives us four; Kroeber, three; Golden-Weiser, five; and Boas inclines to two, 
while his colleague Linton, says there are twelve or fifteen. Even my dullest students 
sometimes note this apparent contradiction. 
The only aspect of this pseudoscience that seems clear is that those perceived to be in the White 
dominant group were categorized at the top of hierarchy. This hierarchy became codified in the 
United States and intimately tied with citizenship and access to freedom--an adaptation from the 
European brand of racism from which it was born (Jacobson, 1999). This racial hierarchy is not a 
fluke; rather Whiteness has been intentionally and socially constructed over time through legal 
systems, cultural practices (including museums and visual culture), economic policy, and 
scientific study (Omi & Winant, 1994).  
I offer this brief history as a way of establishing first and foremost that White people are 
responsible for constructing racial categories based on faulty conceptions of physiology, false 
assumptions about cultures of color, and White supremacist ideology. Moreover, White people 
are not only responsible for creating racial categories for people of color, but in doing so they 
also created the category of White.  
For too long Whiteness has been defined as an expression of what it is not, an ever 
shifting, contorting construction of “otherness” (Jacobson, 1999), or that which exists outside its 
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boundaries (Rogers & Mosley, 2006; Jacobson, 1999). As Ruth Frankenberg (1996) puts it, 
“Whiteness comes to self-name… simply through a triumphant ‘I am not that’” (p. 7). She 
further notes that, “whiteness turns out on closer inspection to be more about the power to 
include and exclude groups and individuals than the actual practices of those who are to be let in 
or kept out” (p. 13). While Whiteness is certainly predicated on the power to define who is in and 
out, Frankenberg may be discounting the impact of naming those “practices” of the in-group that 
serve to maintain and replicate unequal power structures.  
I am guided by CWS in formulating a definition of Whiteness through a review of the 
literature that seeks to lend description to what has for too long defied naming. When White 
people conceptualize “the Other” they simultaneously inscribe what it means to be “not Other,” 
and all that goes with it. “What goes with it” has been a helpful starting place for me to start 
understanding Whiteness--less insofar that it describes people with light colored skin (although 
skin color is not irrelevant), but more so the cultural values and behaviors ascribed to White 
people in White dominant cultures that are valued above all other cultural norms. Malcolm X 
reminds us: “Whiteness is a state of mind, not a complexion” (as cited in Hare, 2002, p. 9).  
Whiteness is generally agreed to be a socially constructed racial category, one designed 
to privilege its members (Giroux, 1997; Karenga, 1999; Roediger, 1999). It is described as an 
invisible, hierarchical power structure, and identity construct that informs the ways in which all 
individuals, regardless of race, view themselves and society, and which is predicated on 
dehumanizing the racial Other (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Frankenburg, 1993; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 
1998; Leonardo, 2013; Roediger, 1991; Sleeter, 2011). Frankenberg (1993) provides a 
multifaceted definition of Whiteness that addresses three components that feed each other. She 
defines Whiteness as: 
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… a location of structural advantage, of race privilege. Second it is a ‘standpoint,’ a place 
from which white people look at ourselves, at others, and at society. Third, ‘whiteness’ 
refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked and unnamed (p. 1). 
The first element highlights the structural advantages inherent in Whiteness that apply “to all 
White people all the time” (Berchini, 2014, p. 39). The second refers to White people’s 
positionality and power in how they construct and reconstruct Whiteness in order to remove 
themselves from the concept of race and be seen simply as “human” while applying racial 
constructs to others (Dyer, 2005). Finally, the last part of the definition “merges the systemic and 
the individual” by making visible those cultural values and behaviors that work to uphold 
Whiteness’ dominance.  
But what actually are these cultural values and behaviors? How does Whiteness work as 
structural advantage?  
White Privilege 
One of the more frequently cited examples of Whiteness at work is the concept of White, 
or light skin privilege. White privilege, or the many unearned advantages and opportunities 
afforded to White people due to their Whiteness, is a concept that, in name, grew out of CWS 
scholarship (McIntosh, 1988). White educator Peggy McIntosh coined the term and in her 
foundational text White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack (1988) offers several 
examples of White privilege from her own experience that still ring true today and that capture 
some ways privilege manifests in the White lived experience: from being able to easily find band 
aids in her own skin tone for example, to being able to shop alone without worrying about being 
followed or harassed, to being able to swear, or dress in second-hand clothes without people 
attributing her behavior to a negative reflection of her race, to being able to protect her children 
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from people who might choose to discriminate against them. It is important to remember that the 
privileging of one thing inherently means the devaluing of another (Jones & Okun, 2001). These 
advantages are largely unnoticed by White people, and when they are observed or pointed out, 
White people tend to react defensively in response to the accusation that these advantages might 
not be attributable to their own hard work, but rather centuries of systemic White supremacy and 
power imbalance (DiAngelo, 2018; Sue, 2016).  
Whiteness is not only an expression of White privilege and racial domination 
(Appelbaum, 2010; Frankenberg, 1993, 1997), but also an evolving process of maintaining 
power (Thompson, 2003). Frankenberg (1997) writes about Whiteness’ constructed and re-
constructed nature: “... its characterization as unmarked marker is itself an ‘ideological’ effect 
that seeks to cover the tracks of its constructedness, specificity, and localness, even as they 
appear” (p. 16). The following unpacks this unmarkedness, and how it contributes to the 
maintenance of White supremacy. 
Perceived Invisibility of Whiteness 
I use the phrase “perceived invisibility” purposefully, owing to Black studies scholar 
Maulana Karenga’s (1999) well taken point that Whiteness is “hardly invisible,” that there is 
ample evidence of its presence and domination in every aspect of our lives (para. 4). Feminist 
theorist Sarah Ahmed (2004) similarly contends that “whiteness studies makes that which is 
invisible visible: though for non-whites the project has to be described differently: it would be 
about making what can already be seen, visible in a different way” (para. 2). This tension again 
calls to our attention the importance of terminology and audience when discussing these 
concepts; for McIntosh (1988), the metaphor of an “invisible knapsack” makes sense for White 
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readers. However, for POC, White peoples’ proverbial knapsacks of privileges have been visible 
for a long time. 
That being said, Whiteness is constructed to be understood as unseen, or taken for 
granted. This serves as a tool to both protect Whiteness’ power by tacitly establishing it as that 
which is correct, or normal (Dyer, 2005; Frankenberg, 1993), while simultaneously erasing 
White peoples’ complicity in racial oppression (Dyer, 2005). Toni Morrison (1992) notes that, 
“in this country American means white. Everybody else has to hyphenate.” Dyer (2005) 
similarly describes this phenomenon stating that “other people are raced, we [White people] are 
just people” (p. 10). Being “non-raced” affords White people an incredible amount of power. 
The invisibility of Whiteness as a racialized concept with its own culture and values allows 
Whiteness and the privileges associated with it to be overlooked when race is studied or 
examined. Sue (2016) argues that White privilege will continue unchecked “as long as Whiteness 
remains invisible and is equated with normality and superiority” (p. 26). bell hooks describes this 
perceived invisibility as “a state of unconsciousness,” where Whiteness (and maleness, 
straightness, able-bodiedness, etc) is the presumed identity of people in power, and anyone who 
represents the “other” is seen as anomalous. For example, it is rare to name a White artist’s race, 
but museum educators often go out of their way to name the racial or ethnic identity of an artist 
of color, suggesting that an artist of color’s race is relevant, where a White artist’s race is not. As 
another example in the museum field, we label museums representing cultures of POC as 
“culturally specific,” while museums representing the dominant White culture also have their 
own (unnamed) cultures, values, and biases rooted in White supremacy. 
While the concept of invisibility is well cited, the mechanics of it are perhaps less 
clear. How is invisibility achieved? In his book The Racial Contract philosopher Charles 
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Mills’ (1997) argues that White philosophers have for decades discussed notions of a 
universal “social contract,” which has historically been completely devoid of any reference 
to race or ethnicity. Because these philosophers have all been White, and their Whiteness 
unseen to them, it never occurred to them that White supremacy and racism might be a 
factor in their conceptions of an ideal theory of human interaction. Mills suggests that a 
racial contract might be a better way to understand “the real character of the world we are 
living in, and the corresponding historical deficiencies of its normative theories and 
practices, than the raceless notions currently dominant in political theory" (p. 7). Mills 
contends that the Racial Contract makes visible the tacit (and sometimes explicit) agreement 
among White people to maintain their racial domination over POC. Further, it makes clear 
how the truisms of the ideal White philosophers have put forth only apply to other people 
deemed actual people--in other words, other Whites (Mills, 1997, p. 3). In fact, Mills begins 
his book with the Black American folk aphorism: “When white people say ‘Justice,’ they 
mean ‘Just us.’” This positions racism at the center of human interaction, rather than an 
unfortunate result of a “few bad apples.” Indeed, Mills argues that “what has usually been 
taken (when it has been noticed at all) as the racist ‘exception’ has really been the rule; what 
has been taken as the ‘rule’, the ideal norm, has really been the exception [emphasis 
original]” (p. 122). Thus, the Racial Contract fuels Mills’ (1997) concept of White 
ignorance, or an epistemology of ignorance that results in “the ironic outcome that whites 
will in general be unable to understand the world they themselves have made” (p. 18). 
This ignorance results in White people remaining racially innocent, with no reason to 
contest White supremacy’s evils (Mills, 1997). He argues that epistemologies of ignorance 
contain a twofold effect. One, racial ignorance permits White people to exist peacefully, without 
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knowledge of their complicity in racial oppression. Two, like colorblind ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 
2006; Leonardo, 2007), it permits racial oppression and Whiteness to exist unquestioned. 
Applebaum (2010) adds onto this concept, writing that White ignorance “involves not just ‘not 
knowing’ but also ‘not knowing what one does not know and believing that one knows’” (p. 39). 
It is not just that White people can claim ignorance to racism, but they also can claim that they 
know all there is to know because they are ignorant to all that they do not know. This 
epistemology of ignorance might be directly contrasted with the social epistemology employed 
by POC, particularly Black Americans, which sought to deeply understand for self-preservation 
purposes “the white tribe” that has so much power over them (Mills, 2007, p. 17). 
Concretizing Impacts of Whiteness 
Given this invisibility, defining the concrete consequences of Whiteness beyond abstract 
concepts can be challenging. I will highlight two dimensions of Whiteness from Cabrera et al.’s 
(2017) work illuminating Whiteness in higher education. They suggest five main elements that 
make up Whiteness in general, derived from CWS: “(a) Whiteness as colorblindness, (b) 
Whiteness as epistemologies of ignorance, (c) Whiteness as ontological expansiveness, (d) 
Whiteness as property, and (e) Whiteness as assumed racial comfort (or racial ‘safety’)” (p. 20). 
For the purposes of this study, I will focus on a) colorblindness and e) Whiteness as assumed 
racial comfort. 
Colorblindness, or the belief that race is not important and should not be publicly 
acknowledged, is one of the dominant ideologies of Whiteness (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Leonardo, 
2007; Lewis, 2004). Bonilla-Silva (2006) present colorblindness as an ideology (rather than an 
attitude) because it impacts the way people who profess to be colorblind interpret information; 
any facts posed about the realities of racial oppression and White supremacy will be interpreted 
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in ways that attribute the cause to anything but racism. We see this when White people claim to 
“not see color” as a way to dispel any accusation that they might be racist, despite the very clear 
ways that POC have demonstrated and continue to demonstrate that in fact, race very much does 
affect all our lives. Claiming to not see or acknowledge racial difference negates this 
fundamental fact. Colorblindness is a main contributor to protecting the uninterrogated status of 
White supremacy (Bonilla-Silva, 2006).  
Cabrera et al.’s (2017) final dimension of Whiteness is assumed racial comfort. This 
element takes into account the priority White people place on their own comfort, even when it 
harms POC (Leonardo & Porter, 2010). One way this dimension manifests is in Robin 
DiAngelo’s (2018) oft-cited concept of “White fragility,” which encapsulates the myriad of 
defense mechanisms White people employ to deflect responsibility when their racism is pointed 
out. In the workplace, Tema and Okun (2001) term this attitude “right to comfort,” and describe 
it as “the belief that those with power have a right to emotional and psychological comfort,” so 
much so that they will resort to “scapegoating those who cause discomfort” (para. 13). In all its 
forms, assumed right to comfort reinforces White supremacy (Leonardo and Porter, 2010). 
Cabrera et al. (2017) remind us that each of the elements of Whiteness that they identify 
are “mutually reinforcing” (p. 27). White fragility (DiAngelo, 2018) is propped up by a shared 
epistemology of ignorance (Mills, 1997) to White peoples’ complicity in racial oppression. And 
these two concepts rely on colorblind ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 2006), all of which rely strongly 
in turn on the concept of the perceived invisibility, or normative nature of Whiteness.  
Anti-Blackness 
While CWS is largely concerned with examining not what is not, but what is, it is also 
important to examine the contemporary effects of Whiteness’ distancing from its victims, 
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specifically Black Americans. Anti-Blackness is defined as a socially constructed view of Black 
people as “inhuman, disposable, and inherently problematic” (Warren & Coles, 2020, p. 2). 
While the hierarchy of racial groups and the characterization of those groups have shifted over 
time, it is generally accepted that anti-Blackness in particular is central to maintaining White 
racial dominance (Bell, 1992; Dumas, 2016; hooks, 1992; Nakagawa, 2012). While other racial 
groups have certainly experienced horrific racism in this country, anti-Blackness occurs due to 
the unique historical and treatment of Black people in the United States, specifically chattel 
slavery (Sharpe, 2016).  
Afro-pessimists are a group of anti-Blackness scholars who offer a theorization of anti-
Blackness rooted in slavery that continues to effect treatment of Black people today. Afro-
pessimists contend that plantation slavery established the social and cultural synonymity of 
Blackness with slavery (Dumas, 2016; Hartman, 2007; Patterson, 1982; Wilderson, 2010). It is 
not to say that these scholars consider Black people to still be literally enslaved, but that “slavery 
marks the ontological position of Black people,” particularly as perceived by White people and 
other non-Black racial groups (Dumas, 2016, p. 13). This positioning leads Frank Wilderson III 
(2010), one of the leading writers in this group, to write that to be Black is to be “the very 
antithesis of a Human subject,” and as such Black humanity is rendered “a paradigmatic 
impossibility” (p. 9). The main contention of Afro-pessimists is not that Black people are the 
ultimate Other, but that they are considered by the White dominant group to not even be human. 
For Dumas (2016) then, the aim of theorizing anti-Blackness in this way “is not to offer solutions 
to racial inequality, but to come to a deeper understanding of the Black condition within a 
context of utter contempt for, and acceptance of violence against the Black” (p. 13) 
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This understanding is vital for White (and non-Black POC) anti-racists working today; 
while slavery happened a long time ago, it is not hard to draw a direct line from it to Jim Crow 
era segregation, the so-called War on Drugs in the 1980s and 90s, and the contemporary state of 
our contemporary justice and carceral systems. At the time of this writing, COVID-19 is killing 
Black people at 2.8 times the rate of White people (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
[CDC], 2020).16 We are coming out of a year of near unending violence and protest caused by 
anti-Black police brutality, and which continues despite calls for defunding police and false 
statements of commitment to anti-racism. We just witnessed an election that actively and 
publicly sought to suppress and disqualify votes from predominantly Black districts. White 
people remain as segregated as ever from Black populations (Frey, 2018), resulting in 
inequitable access to basic services such as housing, healthcare, and education.  
Moreover, Wilderson (2010) reminds us that even though slavery has technically ended, 
there has been no real state mandated attempt to correct these evils; the police continue to 
indiscriminately murder innocent Black people (and be acquitted for it), polling sites in Black 
neighborhoods continue to be lawfully closed, and doctors continue to disregard Black pain. 
Dumas (2016) ascertains that “even as slavery is no longer official state policy and practice, the 
slave endures in the social imagination, and also in the everyday suffering experienced by Black 
people” (p. 14). Saidiyah Hartman (2007) calls this “the afterlife of slavery” (p. 6); Tillet (2012) 
maintains that this afterlife is so entrenched that “it cannot simply be willed or wished away,” 
offering some explanation perhaps behind the pessimism of Afro-pessimism (p. 9). Tillet (2012), 
 






Wilderson (2010) and Dumas (2016) among others contend that there is no one to attempt “race 
relations” with, not until White people see Black people as truly human and free.  
The following section will describe impacts of Whiteness on discussing race for different 
audiences (students of color, White students, and young children). I will then move to 
pedagogies that take up the challenge of anti-racist teaching, elaborating on some of their 
essential tenets and finish by treating some of the emotional qualities of this work. 
Talking About Race in Educational Contexts 
Whiteness has profound implications for educational settings, particularly classroom 
teaching. Whiteness figures in all aspects of teaching, from treatment of students, school policy, 
and curriculum. I will start by focusing on Whiteness’s implications for working with students of 
color. 
Considerations for Students of Color 
For this study’s purposes I am going to highlight deficit model thinking and White 
saviorism, and avoidance techniques, particularly through forms of White speech. 
Deficit Model and White Saviorism 
One of the many ways that racial bias impacts White practitioners’ teaching is through 
employing a deficit model of thinking. A deficit model17 characterizes students of color and their 
families as solely disadvantaged, uninvested in their own learning, and devoid of cultural capital 
or capacity to teach teachers anything new (Chubbuck, 2004; Marx, 2004; McCarthy, 2003; 
McIntyre, 1997). Deficit model thinking is often paired with “White savior” complexes that 
frequently attend teaching and other “pink collar” professions such as nursing, or social work for 
 
17 This model is often also applied in the disability field, pertaining to educators’ estimations of 




example (Chubbuck, 2004; Matias, 2016; Matias & Zembylas, 2014). Marx (2004) points out 
that uncovering White teachers’ biases can be difficult since they often claim to go into the field 
to “help others” or “give back,” and consider themselves in a caretaker role, and therefore have 
difficulty even beginning to imagine that they could be racist. Valenzuela (1999) similarly notes 
that although most teachers claim to enter the profession because they want to “help” students, 
they may lack an “authentic care” for their underprivileged students due to their racial and 
cultural biases. Care, and its corresponding emotions such pity, sympathy, caring, love--which 
figure largely in teaching professions--thus become largely performative (Cohen, 2001, Matias & 
Zembylas, 2014).  
Matias and Zembylas (2014) take this performativity a step further, arguing for a critical 
analysis of the ways that these seemingly benign, or “diminutive” emotions are often hidden 
expressions of disgust (p. 319). Their analysis pulls from Ahmed’s (2004) work on Whiteness’ 
disgust of the Other to suggest that these feelings (e.g., sympathy, pity) prevent White teachers 
from being truly able to emotionally commit to anti-racism. They argue that White teachers’ 
expressions of sympathy or care often lack corresponding action, such that teachers might 
sentimentalize their students without actually doing the work of “authentic care”; Matias and 
Zembylas (2014) characterize this as “feeling sorry about those who suffer without necessarily 
taking action to alleviate their suffering” (p. 321). Matias (2014) likens this behavior to “White 
missionaries who piously throw candy to impoverished children” (a contemporary example 
might be an image of Trump tossing paper towel rolls to people in Puerto Rico in the aftermath 
of hurricane Maria), and suggests from a psychoanalytic perspective these behaviors might be 
interpreted as “performance of whiteness that facilitates one’s narcissistic need to feel humanly 
fulfilled as a process of atonement for white racialization (p. 92). I think Matias (2014) asks an 
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important question when she notes that while the White pre-service teachers (PST) she works 
with in urban settings serving predominantly Black and Brown students typically join the 
profession in order to “give back” but are unable to articulate why: What makes them feel so 
guilty that they want to give back in the first place? Many White PST’s and teachers alike feel 
that their White guilt is assuaged by participating in urban education serving students of color 
but without actually critically confronting this White guilt (Aronson, 2017; Matias, 2014; Matias 
et al., 2016). Matias (2014) suggests that anti-racism will not materialize simply with increased 
contact between White people and POC; White people, particularly educators, need also to 
detach from the racially diminutive emotions we attach to students of color that render them 
fetishized objects of White peoples’ sympathy, rather than the real, whole people that they are. 
What Matias and Zembylas (2014) refer to above as “racially diminutive emotions” have 
real implications for teaching, including lowered expectations for POC students (Marx, 2004, 
Chubbuck, 2004, McCarthy, 2003), disproportionate numbers of students of color assigned to 
special education and lower level classes (Useem, 1990; Olson, 1991; Reglins, 1992; Robertson 
et al., 1994), similarly disproportionate numbers of White students assigned to higher level, 
gifted and talented classes (Robertson et al. 1994); and uneven deployment of disciplinary 
procedures targeting Black and Latinx boys more harshly and with more frequently than their 
White peers (Gordon et al., 2000). Taken further, McKenzie (2009) shows that in many cases, 
notions of White shame and disgust can even lead to abusive teaching, noting several ways 
White teachers weaponize various abuser tactics, such as blame, humiliation, criminalization, 
and exclusion against their Black and Latinx students. Finally, perhaps the worst possible 
consequence of Whiteness in teaching is that students of color might start internalizing their 
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White teachers’ biases, and believe they are in fact objects of disgust, or lacking capital of any 
kind (Matias & Zembylas, 2014). 
A deficit model can also impact what White teachers teach, not just how. In terms of 
content, Berry (2015) notes that White educators might be accustomed to teaching about the 
“oppression, silencing, and marginalization of other races,” however “without a critical 
awareness of race that is camouflaged by White complicity and privilege” (p. 15). Dyer (1997b) 
similarly argues that treating non-dominant groups with sympathy, rather than empathy or with 
any critical treatment around the circumstances that contribute to their perceived otherness, “has 
had the effect of reproducing the sense of oddness, differentness, exceptionality of these groups” 
(p. 141). This has curricular implications; for example, most school curricula on slavery focuses 
on the experiences of Black enslaved people, but rarely the White perpetrators who enslaved 
them and what historical conditions and systems were in place that supported the synonymizing 
of Blackness with enslavement in the first place. This may largely be due to the fact that most 
White teachers “think of multicultural education as an addition to the existing one, as opposed to 
a new way of thinking about pedagogy” that demands a critical approach to understanding 
history and its implications for contemporary attitudes towards race (Sleeter, 2001).  
Avoidant Language 
Further, the language and speech patterns White teachers use to discuss, or more often 
avoid topics related to race and racism also protects Whiteness and negatively impacts students 
of color. Avoidance of race talk (Sue, 2016) is a significant strategy by which White teachers 
establish their power in the classroom. The literature provides some frameworks for 
understanding this discomfort, specifically around naming Blackness (Matias et al., 2016), and 
why it manifests in linguistic choices. While subtle at times, the language that we use can be 
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hugely important as far as reflecting certain values. Fine’s (1987, 2003) concept of “naming” 
speaks to the importance of specificity of our language. Not naming forms of oppression may 
serve to temporarily alleviate White guilt and help White educators feel more comfortable in the 
moment, but can have the long-term impact as a means of silencing students, and create a stark 
dissonance between their lived experiences and what they are taught in the classroom.  
What do White speech patterns look like? One oft-cited example is use of euphemistic 
language to refer to race, owing to the “slippery” constructed nature of language (Mason, 2016; 
Pollock, 2005; Watson, 2012). Watson (2012) interviewed White PST’s on their definitions of 
“suburban” and “urban” schools, themselves typically euphemisms for describing different types 
of schools with predominantly White students from higher income families, or lower-income 
students of color respectively. Responses included stereotypical thinking and language to 
describe the perceived differences, alluding to students in urban schools “struggling” more with 
“traditional curriculum,” because they “don’t get the school thing” as much as suburban (i.e., 
White) students (p. 993). Similarly, participants reported a distinction in the extent to which 
“urban” parents support their children, and that suburban students “naturally respect their 
teachers” (p. 994). All of these presumptions are clearly racially coded, without ever mentioning 
race, thereby alleviating White guilt. Mason (2016) and Matias (2016) further note that when we 
use euphemisms such as “urban” or “inner city” to refer to schools with predominantly POC 
students (specifically Black, Latinx, and Indigenous students), that “subtle linguistic trick” 
reinscribes colorblindness by making it possible to discuss “‘problems’ in ‘urban schools’” 
without ever discussing their racial makeup, thereby sidelining White supremacist attitudes as 
being part of the problem in the first place (Mason, 2016, p. 1046).  
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The above section looked at some implications of Whiteness for working with students of 
color. Next, I cover particular issues from the CWS literature that contextualize specific 
difficulties in discussing Whiteness with White students in particular. This felt important for me 
to cover as it speaks to a recurring concern during data generation around developing positive 
White identities for White students. 
Discussing Whiteness with White Students 
 CWS emphasizes a critical understanding of Whiteness that accounts for real world 
impacts in education; it follows that many CWS authors aim to uncover how to move White 
students beyond understanding their Whiteness simply as unearned privileges, and towards a 
more holistic understanding of the role they play in maintaining systemic White supremacy 
(Blum, 2008). Bringing race talk to the classroom for both White students and student-teachers 
has its own concerns (Kenyon, 2018; Kitts, 2018; Leonardo & Porter, 2010; McIntyre, 1997; 
Sleeter, 1993). Where much of the literature on tackling racism in schools centers around 
culturally relevant pedagogies, predominantly focusing on treatment of students of color (Gay, 
2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995, 1999; Sleeter, 2001), the literature on exploring Whiteness per se 
with White students is notably less certain, more contentious, and tends to raise more questions 
than answers for practitioners. This is not a critique of the literature, but rather I believe a 
reflection of the ways Whiteness is inscribed that specifically make it difficult to address 
especially when in predominantly White classrooms. Bonnet (2013) notes the challenges of 
attempting anti-racist pedagogies in communities with “no evident racial ‘crisis,’” or where there 
are so few POC that explicit acts of racism are harder to notice (p. 147). For him, the question 
becomes how to destabilize a dominant ideology that has never been challenged. Similarly, 
Leonardo (2009) speaks to the power of the “myth of white ignorance,” or the notion that 
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because neither White students nor teachers consider themselves to have grown up considering 
the impacts of race in their lives that they do not consider themselves to be part of a racial group. 
He advocates for White ignorance to “be problematized, not in order to expose whites as simply 
racist but to increase knowledge about their full participation in race relations” (p. 107). To these 
ends he advocates for a shift from discussion of racism, which emphasizes impacts on victims of 
racialization and can be difficult to definitively pin down, to targeting White supremacy, which 
pivots race talk to consideration of racism’s perpetrators. 
While theoretically this indicates a direction forward, the challenge in doing so becomes 
even more pronounced when broaching race talk with low-income White students for whom the 
idea of “unearned privilege” might ring hollow. How do you explain to White kids experiencing 
food and housing insecurity that they have privileges that others do not? Further, there are the 
additional challenges of discussing racism with low-income White boys in particular. Discussion 
of privilege becomes an even more complicated endeavor, as these students both experience the 
privilege of their race and gender, at the same time that they are deprivileged by their class 
status. Writing in the 90s, Weis et al. (1997) note that “white working-class men feel themselves 
to be under siege” and sadly this is no less true as of this writing decades later, in the wake of the 
#MeToo movement, “cancel” culture, and calls to remove statues of racist White (predominantly 
male) figures.  
Weis et al. (1997) and Thandeka (1999) note the political influence of White identity 
politics (again, salient then as well as now) that seeks to create a unified identity between low-
income and wealthy White elites. These endeavors effectively seek to manipulate working class 
men to blame affirmative action policies for their inability to find work, rather than elites who 
create scarcity of jobs in the first place. Weis et al. (1997) also note that the “subordination of 
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women” is “absolutely essential” to the propping up of White men, especially of lower socio-
economic status (SES) (p. 215). It becomes even more important to low-income White men to 
establish their place in a gender hierarchy as they perceive themselves to be losing out 
“materially”; the realm of family, a symbolic realm, is the next best option for their self-assertion 
(p. 221). However, Kincheloe and Steinberg (2000) note the “simple-minded irony” of the need 
to “defend white males--the most powerful group by far in contemporary society” (p. 11). They 
claim that any anger they have that is directed towards POC “does not rest on its rational basis” 
but rather its “emotionality, its perception of Whites under siege, and its white anger” (p. 11). 
White people, particularly men, feel protective of their Whiteness; attacks on it, or identifying it 
to them at all elicits an emotionally fraught and defensive experience. Kincheloe and Steinberg 
(2000) suggest that a critical Whiteness pedagogy seeks to supplant this anger and shame with “a 
healthy, hopeful, justice-oriented,” positive White identity (p. 20).  
White privilege pedagogies (Levine-Rasky, 2000) described below offer one example of 
how educators attempt to begin the work of positive White identity development. The following 
describes privilege pedagogies and identifies some of their limitations as discussed in the 
literature, which I believe offer insights and grounds for analysis of this study’s participants’ 
own ideas about White privilege. 
White Privilege Pedagogy 
Privilege pedagogy refers to readings and activities designed to introduce participants to 
the concept of unearned privileges predicated on race, gender, sexuality, level of education, 
immigration status, and other social constructs. The preeminent example focusing on racial 
privilege is Peggy McIntosh’s (1988) text White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack, 
which consists of 46 privileges she associates with her personal experience of being White. 
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Lensmire et al. (2013) note that this text has largely dominated the discourse on privilege and 
understandings of Whiteness in educational contexts; it is rare to come across a text about 
Whiteness that does not reference it, and surely if you have stepped foot in a liberal classroom at 
some point in your life you probably took part in something like a “Privilege Walk,” where 
participants are asked to take a step forward if any of the proffered statements identifying certain 
statements of privilege apply to them, such as “both my parents went to college” or “English is 
my first language,” or “my work and school holidays coincide with the religious holidays I 
celebrate.” Inevitably at the end the students with more privileges find themselves at one end of 
the classroom, with their BIPOC, immigrant, disabled, and otherwise less advantaged peers on 
the other. While imperfect exercises, even its critics maintain that privilege pedagogies go a long 
way as far as making visible the way unearned advantages impact the lives of its beneficiaries.18  
While oftentimes a helpful introduction to the concept of advantage and what Whiteness 
might look like for White participants, Lensmire et al. (2013) note that since The Invisible 
Knapsack was published, there has been very little critique of the concept of White privilege or 
the way it is taught; for them privilege pedagogy is so established within the literature that it has 
become “authoritative knowledge,” such that taking issue with parts of the theory might seem 
“somehow inappropriate or scandalous” (p. 428). Again, very careful to give credit to McIntosh 
where it is due, the authors also worry that her approach has started to serve as a “synecdoche” 
or stand in for all that anti-racist education is meant to represent. By focusing too much of our 
 
18 While this criticism falls outside the scope of the critique established here, it should be said 
that perhaps the biggest issue with such exercises is that it puts “disadvantaged” students in a 
position to have to publicly perform aspects of themselves that might be quite painful or anxiety 
producing--forcing students into public admissions around their access to education, food 
insecurity, sexual orientation and the like can be obviously triggering. These exercises serve to 
educate a privileged audience on the backs of their less advantaged peers (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 
2014; Thompson, 2004). 
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collective attention on understanding personal privileges, several authors contend that this 
actually inhibits our ability to fully address White supremacy in a way that “brings along” White 
students. I have identified three themes that the literature critiquing privilege pedagogy centers 
around: 1) focus on the individual/personal rather than institutional critique, 2) under 
acknowledgement of the diversity of Whiteness, and 3) privilege in this context being contested 
terminology to begin with.  
Focus on the Individual. Critics trouble the focus on the personal and individual in 
traditional discussions of privilege, and suggest that anti-racist pedagogies need to move beyond 
problematizing White people and instead focus on the structures that keep all of us back 
(Applebaum, 2008; Lensmire et al., 2013; Leonardo, 2015; Levine-Rasky, 2000). Not only do 
privilege confessionals reinforce White agency and ideas around false discovery but perhaps 
worst of all, by focusing on personal privilege or lack thereof we may unintentionally be 
soliciting feelings of guilt and shame from White students that inhibit their abilities to see the 
connections between their privileges and the systems that uphold them (Berchini, 2017; Keating, 
1995). Berchini (2017) reads an implicit takeaway from Keating (1995) that by propping up a 
privileged/unprivileged binary along racial lines, students infer an “us” vs “them” dynamic that 
produces guilt in White students that again, inhibits their own perceived agency to deny the role 
of “oppressor” (Keating, 1995, p. 915). Levine-Rasky (2000) extends this further noting that 
there are few alternatives for White people to see themselves beyond oppressor; she refers to 
Jeater’s (1992) argument that in confronting their racism, White people “must choose between 
the identity of guilty liberals, conservative nationalism, or honorary blacks,” none of which are 
helpful in the pursuit of racial justice (p. 273).  
57 
 
As an antidote, Berchini (2017) follows Levine-Rasky (2000) in her call for a shift away 
from attempting to lessen privilege by admitting it (although she is quick to say anti-racism is 
about sharing power), towards an understanding of the connections between personal privileges 
and the broader context of systems of oppression. Berchini (2017) advocates for exposing these 
systems for students; she looks to Lipsitz’s (2018) analysis of housing system policies that 
support personal privilege statements like: “I am fairly certain I can find safe, affordable housing 
in an area I would want to live.” While this reads like a personal privilege, it is only made 
possible by the historical and deep-seated racist policies around housing, lending, renting, 
banking, etc that have made it impossible for most POC to accumulate credit and wealth and 
invest in their own communities. At the same time, these exclusive policies serve White 
investments; again, a policy that deprivileges one group by definition privileges another (Lipsitz, 
2018; Okun & Jones, 2001; Rains, 1998). Kincheloe and Steinberg (2000) suggest that a 
“pedagogy of whiteness” necessarily includes “engaging students in rigorous tracking of this 
construction process,” not as a way to alleviate [White] personal responsibility, but to 
demonstrate Whiteness’s (and all races’) constructed nature and what role(s) we may play in 
maintaining it (p. 10). They claim that this understanding in particular among working class 
White people will go a long way to dismantle false promises from White elites and create more 
solidarity between working class people of all races. 
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Whiteness is Diverse. Another important critique of privilege pedagogies is that they 
tend to treat Whiteness and associated light skinned privileges as monolithic, creating an us/them 
binary and ignoring advances in understanding the diversity contained within Whiteness 
(Laughter, 2011). Laughter (2011) notes several inconsistencies with Sleeter’s (2008) estimation 
of the “problems” of working with White pre-service teachers: that they are on the whole 1) 
often “dysconscious” (King, 1991) of how racism works; 2) have lower expectations for students 
of color; 3) often have little experience with communities of color; and 4) they do not understand 
themselves as racial beings. He sums up the qualities of the White PST captured by the literature:  
It seems every WPT [White Preservice Teacher] grew up in a comfortably middle-class 
background and has always wanted to be a teacher. She is female and sees herself 
returning to teach in a school similar to those in which she was taught. She has had little 
personal experience with issues of racism, and may even hold the belief that she is not 
racist because she sees her students through colorblind eyes. (Laughter, 2011, p. 48) 
While the literature does offer evidence that supports these claims, Laughter (2011) also suggests 
that, while limited by their Whiteness (as all White people are), White PST’s can bring certain 
experiences to their teaching that do support an anti-racist agenda. His case studies (a lower-class 
White person from a predominantly White wealthy town and a White person living in a 
predominantly Mexican immigrant community) indicate at least that Whiteness contains diverse 
experiences of race and class within it that may actually serve White educators’ abilities to 
discuss difference and power in the classroom with students. 
Similarly, Lensmire et al. (2013), also aiming to complicate this idea of monolithic PST 
Whiteness, share a case study featuring a “typical” White man PST’s response to reading 
McIntosh (1988), which he dismissed as the “ramblings of a bored feminist” and followed with a 
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refusal to “be made to feel like I am wrong or be made to feel like I should apologize to anyone 
for being white or male” (p. 424). However, as the course went on, the authors recount how the 
course instructor got to know him, and learned how he grew up “poor” in a “rural farming 
community” with little exposure to POC. During ensuing coursework, the student was very 
moved by accounts of racism in education and took on advocate roles for immigrants and 
refugees of color. The instructor reflected that perhaps while the notion of personal privilege as 
depicted by McIntosh was meaningless for the student, issues related to oppression and power 
were not. The instructor writes: 
If students don’t see what McIntosh sees, does that make them racists? If they are white 
and poor and struggling, and if they have difficulty seeing advantages of being white, 
does that make them racist? Really? To assume that McIntosh speaks for all of us is, well, 
asinine! (Lensmire et al., 2013, p. 425) 
While many CRT and CWS theorists correctly warn against reducing all roots of oppression to 
class-based struggles, Lensmire et al. (2013) remind us that privilege pedagogies à la McIntosh 
were born in and speak very much to the White, suburban, higher education, ivory tower context 
that beget it, and that this White cultural context is not the same as every White person’s context. 
Berchini (2017) extends the instructor’s reflection to ask all White PST instructors to consider 
the following: 
By assuming that our [White] students share a set of demographic privileges, 
experiences, and thus, a sort of disposition toward racialized unconsciousness, how do 
we, as teacher educators, hinder their personal, social, and intellectual development for 
socially just work? By extension, how do we personally preclude their readiness to teach 
in the name of anti-racism? (p. 9).  
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Privilege Itself is a Contested Idea. Finally, a number of scholars who critique privilege 
pedagogies take issue with the concept of privilege to begin with. To start, Lensmire et al. (2013) 
note that what McIntosh (1988) describes as privileges might be better described as “human 
rights” (p. 413), which undermines her overall argument that lessening privilege for White 
people will mean less oppression for POC. While the authors do not note which privileges in 
particular this applies to, by my reading McIntosh’s #11: “I could arrange to protect our children 
most of the time from people who might not like them,” #17: “I can criticize our government and 
talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without being seen as a cultural outsider,” 
and #24: “I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help, my race will not work against me” 
among others illustrate this limitation well; we should be fighting for everyone to enjoy these 
rights equally, not diminish them for any one group. 
Logue (2005) complicates the notion of privilege even further by advocating a 
“contrapuntal” view of the concept, wherein “problematic foundational assumptions that have 
been constituted by the exploitation and exclusion of difference” are reexamined alongside 
existing texts. She compares two approaches, a “recognition approach” to privilege that we see in 
the literature inspired by McIntosh, and a “reevaluation approach” that looks to critical theorists 
like Freire, Fanon, Morrison, Marcuse, and other anti-colonial scholars who conceptualize the 
“boomerang effects of domination” (Césaire, 1972) and find that any so-called positive outcomes 
of domination (such as privilege) “dehumanize both oppressed and oppressor alike” (Logue, 
2005, p. 371). While advocating for the need to balance both approaches, Logue (2005) 
maintains that a reevaluation approach is needed to both lift discourse out from “the distancing, 
anger, and hostility” that the traditional recognition approach often devolves into by 
characterizing privilege as solely a benefit for the dominant group that oppresses others, and 
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instead (or in addition) re-identify these unearned privileges as forms of domination that 
dehumanize the beneficiary just as much.  
Nandy (1988) would see a pursuit for social justice to be recast from oppressor versus 
oppressed to a model where both struggle “against a system that turns them both into co-victims” 
(as cited in Logue, 1988, p. 375). Projects of oppression (like colonialism, Whiteness, patriarchy, 
etc) do not seek self-actualized individuals, but rather require our collective submission that turns 
“the colonizing man into a classroom monitor, an army sergeant, a prison guard, a slave driver,” 
and the Other “into an instrument of production” (Césaire, 1972, p. 42, as cited in Logue, 2005, 
p. 375). This comes back in many ways to the first argument for reassigning focus from 
individual privileges to the systems that maintain them; similarly, these scholars point to an 
“imposed imperial identity” that dictates our actions, who gets what privileges when, who 
controls “the conditions of freedom” for the rest of us (Logue, 2005, p. 375). Logue’s (2005) 
reevaluation approach asks: “How to liberate these individuals from themselves as well as their 
masters?” (p. 376). 
Logue (2005) allows that there are fair grounds for criticism here; first, the dominant 
subject in the context of colonialism is not exactly the same as a privileged person in the North 
American context in which she writes. Second, by centering the ways in which the dominant 
group “suffers” because of their domination significantly re-centers Whiteness and runs the risk 
of rendering terms like “suffering” and “oppression” meaningless. She maintains however what 
most CWS scholars argue, which is that attributes of the White oppressor have for too long 
“escaped” the interrogation that they sorely need. Specifically, listening to scholars of color who 
suggest that “if colonization destroys the colonized, it rots the colonizer” (Memmi, 2001, p. xvii, 
as cited in Logue, 2005, p. 377) reevaluation of privilege provides a framework for 
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understanding the very negative implications (“false superiority, alienation, injustice, 
resentment”) of casting White privilege as solely a positive gain for its White beneficiaries (p. 
377). Ultimately, Logue (2005) finds that privilege is more than either a knapsack we can take on 
and off at will, or solely these “boomerang” effects of domination. A contrapuntal reading 
suggests that educators would be well served to present divesting of privilege not just as 
something “‘we’ are doing for ‘them,’” but also as something not entirely positive either--this 
just leads to their continued protection and resultant shame on the part of the beneficiary (p. 
377). 
In sum, a focus on privilege in anti-racist discourse may obfuscate more systemic issues, 
and emphasizes a focus on individualized notions of guilt and shame associated with White 
complicity. The following describes further considerations for discussing race with young 
children.  
Considerations for Young Children 
Discussions about race and racism with young children can come with their own 
considerations given their age and development. Adults often worry that introducing these topics 
too early could be harmful (Husband 2010), and educators often feel unprepared to discuss these 
issues with their young students (Vittrup, 2016, Cole & Verwayne, 2018). This is often because 
many White adults have themselves been socialized not to discuss race, and end up teaching this 
aversion to their children (Winkler, 2009). 
However, children develop ideas about race and racism early in their development 
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Tatum, 2017; Winkler 2009). In fact, some research (Katz & 
Kofkin, 1997) demonstrates that infants as young as six months are able to nonverbally 
categorize people by race and gender, observing that infants looked significantly longer at a face 
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of someone they did not know of a different race than they did at an unfamiliar face of their own 
race. Katz and Kofkin (1997) suggest that because this reaction is so consistent among infants 
this young that it might start even earlier for some. Further, children as young as two-years-old 
begin to refer to racial categories (Hirschfeld, 2008), and several studies show that children aged 
three to five-years-old not only are adept at categorizing people based on race, but also begin to 
express racial bias (Aboud, 2008; Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Hirschfeld, 2008; Katz, 
2003; Patterson & Bigler, 2006). Further, Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2015) note several 
instances of White children as young as four-years-old expressing both gratitude that they are 
White and concern that they might become not-White, already demonstrating anxiety about the 
consequences of not being perceived as White. Further, children’s ideas of superiority and 
inferiority lend to their own versions of racialized “power codes,” (Mac Naughton et al., 2009) 
whereby White children exert power over their peers of color through exclusion (Baker, 2010), 
and other subordination rules in their play (e.g., “no Black kids allowed on the swing now”) 
(Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001).  
These concerns speak to the importance of group identity in child development, and 
developing positive self-image. White children receive frequent, positive reinforcement from the 
media and society about their racial group, which reinforces a positive self-image, whereas 
children of color often experience conflicted representations of their racial group, which can 
contribute to a negative or ambivalent sense of self-worth (Cross, 1991; Derman-Sparks & 
Ramsey, 2015). While racism very obviously has negative impacts for children of color, many 
early childhood educators note that negative implications for White children as well, including 
irrational fear of people of color (Kivel, 2002), and feelings of guilt, shame, and fear that attend 
their racialization as White people (Michael & Bartoli, 2014; Thandeka, 1999), not to mention a 
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limited view of the world and themselves. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2015) find that “basing 
their identities on a sense of racial superiority puts White children as risk for developing an 
overblown, yet fragile, identity, instead of developing a solid sense of self that is based on their 
interests, connections to people, and contributions to the community” (p. 50).  
White children’s attitudes and behaviors are learned from their caretakers, teachers, the 
media, their community, and other children’s intentional and unintentional messaging about race. 
In fact, children very often learn about race and racism indirectly through observation of adults’ 
nonverbal, often unconscious acts of bias (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Katz & Kofkin, 
1997); further, some research indicates that children even develop racial biases that do not reflect 
those of their caretakers, indicating that not all racial bias is learned at home, and the extent to 
which children take cues from the world around them (Hirschfeld, 2008; Katz, 2003; Patterson & 
Bigler, 2006). These cues result in perceptions about the world that “embody a strong sense of 
‘otherness,’ the view that unfamiliar people are inherently and permanently different from one’s 
own group” (Derman-Sparks and Ramsey, 2015, p. 50). These behaviors are developmentally 
normal; children create categories as a way to make sense of the world (Cristol & Gimbert, 
2008). It is when their biases are left unquestioned and unchecked that these in-group 
preferences and out-group prejudices become crystallized, or almost worse, kids learn to pretend 
to be less racially biased than they actually are (Monteiro et al., 2009).  
So how can adults interrupt this racialization? Michael and Bartoli (2014) recommend 
normalizing discussions about race as early as possible. By teaching kids that it is rude to notice 
race perpetuates colorblind ideology, white ignorance, and feelings of shame and guilt for being 
perceived as racist for bringing it up in the first place. When kids ask questions or make 
observations about race, it is important for adults to be direct and honest. Cole & Verwayne 
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(2018) recommend helping children feel “safe and supported” when they ask questions; more 
often than not kids are just making observations about the world around them, such that [the 
author] advocate “acknowledg[ing] the fact that she’s [the child] is absolutely right. She’s 
noticing differences’” (para. 26). 
Early childhood anti-bias researchers Louise Derman-Sparks and Patricia Ramsey (2015) 
recommend an approach to understanding difference with several, intentional phases. First, they 
suggest supporting White children in developing “authentic” views of self not predicated on 
perceptions of racial superiority, or “specialness” which can contribute to feelings of entitlement 
(p. 62). To do this, they recommend activities that support appreciations of the vast array of 
differences and similarities that exist within the category of White. This is done to build “a 
bridge” to the next step, which is appreciating the differences that exist between racial groups (p. 
62). One way some researchers suggest doing this is by broaching physical differences, such as 
eye color, or height (Cole & Verwayne, 2018; Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015). Then 
conversations might move to discussions of things we are good at and also learning to do (e.g., 
so-and-so is good at running but wants to get better at building with blocks). These discussions 
might also include likes and dislikes, demonstrating how we might like similar/different things, 
and dislike similar/different things. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2015) however remind adults 
that in this approach they should always avoid noting the students of color in the space (if there 
are any) as the only examples of diversity or difference; the point is to emphasize how different 
(and similar) we all are from each other. 
In order to ascertain where your students/children are in their process of racialization, 
Derman-Sparks & Ramsey (2015) recommend several ways to learn about your students and 
children by observing and listening to them. They suggest noting social patterns, proclivities, and 
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biases regarding who and with what toys or books children play with and take interest in. 
Depending on what is observed, caretakers might bring in visuals and books about how much 
variation can exist between people even within the same racial category (e.g., where they live, 
what do for jobs, family make up, ability/disability) (Cole & Verwayne, 2018; Derman-Sparks & 
Ramsey, 2015). Cole & Verwayne (2018) add that a home or classroom library is one way to 
learn about famous and/or historical figures of color who have fought for racial equity, but that 
selections should also represent authentic (and multiple) representations of POC doing ordinary 
things, as well as a range of selections that attend to the wide variety of difference that exists 
between people. This will help avoid a “tourist curriculum” (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015, p. 
115) that presents a surface level view of difference that reinforces racial stereotypes (Mendoza 
& Reese, 2001). Aboud and Levy (2000) also recommend that adults not just provide, but 
discuss and model engagement with the ideas presented in these texts. 
Once appreciations for difference in its many dimensions are achieved, Derman-Sparks 
and Ramsey (2015) recommend the next step, which is to develop social-emotional capacities for 
caring for all people, including empathy, cooperation, and conflict resolution. One 
developmentally appropriate way to do this is through the concept of fairness. Derman-Sparks 
and Ramsey (2015) allow that while this might be developmentally beyond some young children, 
conversations can be initiated when kids themselves feel they have been victims of unfairness, 
conversations about which can be transferred to seeing similar behaviors negatively impacting 
others. However, adults are warned not to “dumb down” the conversation, or reduce it simply to 
ideas related to difference/sameness reminiscent of “superficial multicultural education that 
focuses only on the celebration of culture and individual heroes, and leaves out any discussion of 
structural inequalities” (Winkler, 2009, p. 5, see also Hirschfeld, 2008, Lewis, 2003; Van 
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Ausdale & Feagin, 2001). Van Ausdale and Feagin (2001) and Hirschfeld (2008) recommend 
encouraging conversations with children that remind them racism is not just “the conduct of only 
‘sick’ individuals or that it indicates a peculiar character flaw or just ‘bad’ behavior,” but rather 
that “racial-ethnic prejudice and discrimination are part of a larger society that needs reform and 
not just something that individuals do” (p. 208). Adults should discuss racism and other social 
injustices as accurately and critically as possible so that kids can gradually begin to understand 
that it is a social as well as an individual problem (Winkler, 2009).  
Many early childhood educators suggest that one of the most positive interventions to 
promote anti-racist thinking for kids is to empower them to consider their own abilities to affect 
change (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Tatum, 2017; Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001; Walters, 
2008; Winkler, 2009). They recommend providing role models of other children working 
towards social justice; for example, Walters (2008) reflects on her positive experience discussing 
Ruby Bridges with her first graders, which led to them realize they could also participate in 
social justice movements. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2015) and Cole & Verwayne (2018) 
suggest involving kids in projects that facilitate real participation (e.g., maintaining a community 
garden, creating protest signs). In general, anti-racism and anti-bias work in the classroom should 
be done alongside families and caretakers so that these ideas can be mutually reinforced 
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Cole & Verwayne, 2018). 
The following includes strategies for promoting anti-racist learning for all students, 





Anti-racist pedagogy distinguishes itself from multicultural pedagogy by moving away 
from a focus on celebrating our common humanity and surface level treatments of difference, 
towards a more critical examination of the nature of power differentials that contribute to 
systemic racism (Ladson-Billings, 1999; Kehoe, 1994; Matias, 2016; Tator and Henry, 1991).19 
Anti-racist teaching explicitly demands that we all participate in “thinking and making sense of 
contemporary racism, colonial and colonizing relations, and procedures of racialization and 
colonization” (Dei & McDermott, 2014, p. 4), making race a topic of import and relevancy for 
all students, not just students of color. Dei and McDermott (2014) characterize the goals of anti-
racist teaching as a “search… for a ‘better world,’” what they call a “messy utopia,” implying a 
process that is by definition complicated, challenging and often “awkward,” but rewarding 
nonetheless (pp. 2-3). The following will introduce some essential tenets of anti-racist teaching 
from the literature that should illustrate what the messiness of working towards a better, more 
equitable world through education might look like. These include: a critical stance towards 
lesson content involving use of counternarratives, strong partnership building with students and 
co-educators, as well as dedicated time and effort.  
Curriculum and Content  
Dei and McDermott (2014) stress that anti-racist approaches must take into account how 
dominant ways of thinking shape our understandings of difference not just in terms of race, but 
also several dimensions of identity, including class, race, gender, sexuality, ability, and “body 
image” (p. 5). This is not meant as an invitation to center other types of oppression besides 
racism, but rather an invitation to re-center CRT’s emphasis on race as a primary lens through 
 
19 There are many similarities between anti-racist and critical multicultural education, which 
similarly seeks to distinguish itself from earlier “liberal” multicultural models (Acuff, 2014; May 
& Sleeter, 2010). 
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which to view the intersecting, layered ways in which contemporary oppressive structures work 
(Mansfield & Kehoe, 2014). This importantly means, particularly in mixed-race contexts, that 
while inequities are explored, people of color are valued for their contributions, not their 
victimhood, and White students (as well as educators) must examine their own complicity and 
corrective steps they might take going forward (Deckers, 2014).  
The CRT concept of counternarrative is an important tool to enact anti-racist teaching 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) 
describe counternarrative as an “exchange of stories from teller to listener that can help 
overcome ethnocentrism and the disconscious conviction of viewing the world in one way” (p. 
57). These narratives not only fill in curricular holes that typical K-16 curricula gloss over, but 
allow for alternative, subversive viewpoints and shift the conversation from one about 
disadvantaged victims lacking cultural capital to zeroing in on what strengths and knowledge 
marginalized people do bring to the table (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). This enables White 
educators and students to move beyond “feeling badly” for people of color, towards a critical, 
empathic, and social justice-oriented capacity for understanding race (Duncan, 2002; Dixson and 
Rousseau, 2005). 
Anti-racist teachers are also concerned with examining not just historical roots of racism, 
but also their implications for contemporary understandings and realities of racial prejudice 
(Kehoe, 1994; McGregor, 1993; Tator & Henry, 1991). This extends from broad historical, 
systemic views to making connections to personal biases and attitudes across all content areas. 
For example, King & Swartz (2015) argue for a pedagogy that situates knowledge in its 
cultural/heritage context; they share an example of teaching about historical figures like Harriet 
Tubman by anchoring her in what her cultural heritage taught her about pursuing freedom. The 
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authors explain that this teaches who she actually was, rather than separating her from this 
context and saying she was simply a “special” outlier, and also does the work of honoring her 
heritage (pp. 4-5). Anti-racist educators should also strive to undermine racial bias in their own 
learning materials; the ways in which our lesson plans, curricula, and pedagogies subconsciously 
and unofficially perpetuate inequities, referred to as the “hidden curriculum” (Apple & King; 
1983; Giroux & Penna, 1983; Vallance, 1993). This includes identifying and countering bias in 
learning materials, behavior management, and assessment procedures (Tator & Henry, 1991), as 
well as updating teaching approaches to satisfy a wide variety of learning styles, and developing 
a shared language around understanding race (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 1999; Matias, 2016). 
Many anti-racist pedagogues feel strongly that anti-racist practice in schools must turn 
the lens inwards towards the institutions of schooling, and that classroom practice should 
encourage students to identify, analyze, and confront institutional racism in their own settings 
(Kehoe, 1994; Tator & Henry, 1991). Importantly, anti-racist teaching puts a strong emphasis on 
action and student agency, supporting students to not only understand the consequences of 
racism, but also what their roles might be in undermining it through civic action, protest, 
dialogue with friends and family, and other actions (Kehoe, 1994). However, while Kehoe 
(1994) allows that while “there should be no difficulty” in identifying and analyzing instances of 
racism, moving to direct action might be more difficult to implement directly in most teaching 
contexts.  
Relationship Building 
Much of the literature on anti-racist pedagogies speaks to the importance of developing 
deep, sustained partnerships with stakeholders involved in education, including teachers, 
students, families, caretakers, and the community at large. The following will discuss literature 
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that speaks to relationship building between educators and students first, followed by 
collaboration with other educators and adult stakeholders. 
With Students 
CWS scholars call for more White teacher trainers to approach teaching anti-racism as a 
partnership effort with their students in order to subvert familiar deficit approaches in the field 
(Berchini, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Laughter; 2011; Lipsitz; 2018). This is in line with calls 
for a more democratized approach to education, the importance of modeling the work of 
dismantling Whiteness, and reminders not to generalize about our students (Berchini, 2017; 
Laughter, 2011). Kitts (2018) notes the importance of not just learning language and names for 
racialized concepts but also creating space for discussion of these concepts in service of learning. 
She suggests that teachers might model what it looks like to try and define Whiteness, before 
giving students the opportunity to weigh in, marking a shift in the teacher as a neutral, apolitical 
person, to a model of co-learning at "eye level" with students (p. 80). However, she also notes 
that walking a fine line between modeling and teaching can be tricky, wondering how might “a 
white teacher share their own views on whiteness with students at the right time and place in the 
curriculum, so that trust is established but undue influence not exercised?" (p. 84). This balance 
can be difficult but the line is arguably worth walking nonetheless; Aveling (2006) reminds us 
that if White educators are not able to discuss our own Whiteness, how can we expect our White 
students to? 
Particularly with White students, seeing ourselves in partnership with them in like-
minded pursuits to “figure things out” might address frustrations that occur in the classroom 
when our pedagogies fall short (Yeung et al., 2013). Laughter (2011) points out Hollins and 
Guzman’s (2005) work, which revealed that in studies where White PST’s did not “get” the 
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course content, the students were blamed, rather than the course instructor’s own behavior and 
pedagogy. Berchini (2017) suggests that the problem might be with pedagogy, not the White 
students necessarily; rather than dismiss obstinate White students Berchini asks us to 
problematize Leonardo’s (2009) myth of White ignorance in the context of our own pedagogy. 
Instead of giving up on our racist White students, Berchini asks us to consider:  
What do we, as teachers and researchers, do with students who do not know what they do 
not know? Do we dismantle them, or do we teach them? Do we perpetuate, in our 
research, generalizations about their ignorance and deficiencies, or do we ask them to 
engage us in stories about how they came to be who they are…? (p. 11) 
Laughter (2011) similarly asks if by “casting WPTs as problems also reinforces dysconscious 
systems that see WPTs as unable to be part of a solution” (p. 49). They both advocate for White 
teacher trainers to model for their White students what the process of owning and naming one’s 
own Whiteness looks like and lead by example. Another way of conceiving of this approach for 
both students of color and White students is through Matias and Allen’s (2016) concept of a 
“humanizing love” in teaching, whereby both teachers and students “contribute to the growth and 
development of the other” (p. 50). 
King & Swartz (2015) write about Afrocentric approaches to pedagogy, and offer one 
way to understand a partnership approach that both honors student contributions as well as 
educators’ expertise. They offer a concept known as eldering, described as:  
Teacher–student interactions led by teachers’ knowledge, expertise, and wisdom, which 
together represent eldership or authentic authority. In this ethically informed relationship, 
students experience their “place” or presence as younger/learner with dignity, since 
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teachers’ authority is not an attempt to have power over them, but to share the power of 
knowledge with them. (p. 33) 
In this dynamic, teachers hold the responsibility “to stand in right relationship with their 
students,” to ensure that everyone is being heard, to serve as an “authentic authority based on 
knowledge, wisdom, and expertise.” These qualities in turn contribute to “building upon what 
students know and who they are, asking critical questions, and co-creating curriculum with 
students” (p. 16).  
King and Swartz’s (2015) concept of critical questions, or “question driven pedagogy,” 
might also be helpful for enacting a partnership approach to anti-racist teaching. They explain 
that questions should be genuine, and generative of “a process of arriving at answers together, 
without relinquishing the right relationship between elders and young people.” They cite a 
Baluba (Bantu People of Central Africa) proverb that says, “The child who raises questions is the 
one who will gain knowledge” as a way to illustrate this approach to questions, which should 
generate new knowledge, not rehash what is already known (p. 47). They advocate for exercises 
that encourage students to generate their own questions, or to ask questions of the content. One 
example they gave from a unit on slavery includes the question: “If slavery was ended by law, 
what should have happened as a result of emancipation?” This question can serve as the 
beginning of an exploration into the contradiction between legislation in this country and actual 
practice on the ground (p. 46).  
In line with these thoughts, Angela Valenzuela (1999) also offers important insights from 
her research on Mexican and Chicano students in a large school in Seguín, TX. Her concept of 
“authentic caring” is very similar to the notion of eldering described above, and emphasizes 
“relations of reciprocity between teachers and students” (p. 61). Authentic caring is supported by 
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a “pedagogy of addition,” whereby students’ culture, language, and cultural capital are integrated 
into curriculum, rather than subtracted. Authentic caring also demands not just an in-depth 
understanding of the particulars affecting the community, but that these are brought into “central 
focus.” Valenzuela’s (1999) research also reveals the importance (and difficulty in sustaining) 
long term relationships between students and teachers. Unfortunately, the nature of school and 
most educational contexts delineate discrete units of time in the school day, and your teacher one 
year will likely not be the next. But Valenzuela (1999) found that any type of continuity 
contributes to the development of healthy, trusting relationships, and “preempts students from 
turning exclusively to peers and strategies for academic survival that often increase their 
marginalization” (p. 104).  
With Collaborating Educators 
King and Swartz (2015) and Valenzuela (1999) also stress the importance of learning 
with and from our colleagues; King and Swartz (2015) share an example of observing educators 
teach being an important source of learning. In this case a White teacher asked to observe an 
Black educator in her classroom, and vice versa. This speaks to the principle of collectivity and 
mutual responsibility; while we cannot expect all of our colleagues of color to drop everything 
and tell White practitioners what to do better, it is worth acknowledging (and paying for) their 
expertise when appropriate. Knowledge is shared, and positioned as something to make the 
entire community stronger. They specifically cite Akan epistemologies, which claim that 
knowledge should not be obtained for knowledge’s sake, but rather to increase harmony and 
balance (Gyeke, 1987; Nkulu--N’Sengha, 2005, as cited in King & Swartz, 2015). 
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Anti-Racism Takes Time and Ongoing Reflection 
Many anti-racist educators note the importance of providing students with sustained and 
repeated opportunities to engage with issues related to racism. In the context of pre-service 
teaching, Matias and Mackey (2016) suggest employing various technological tools, such as 
digital storytelling, online message boards, and social media. They also implemented pre/post 
course surveys, written reflections, and research projects on marginalized communities as a way 
to convey that coursework does not provide a “checklist” that they can tick off and become 
culturally aware practitioners, but rather allyship is a constant pursuit of learning and listening 
(p. 41). Yeung et al. (2013) similarly found that a variety of opportunities for reflection was 
important; their White student participants reported that they benefited most from independent 
reflection on course readings first, followed by facilitated dialogue with their peers. Their study 
focused on the role of intergroup dialogue, rather than lecture, as a useful tool for discussing 
Whiteness; ultimately, they advocate for both racial affinity group dialogue as well as mixed-
race group dialogue (ideally the former occurring before the latter). Johnson (2002) found that 
asking White teachers reflective questions such as “What experiences in childhood and 
adolescence shape their views? What is the influence of their professional education? How does 
awareness of race influence their personal identities as teachers and their views of their 
classroom practice?” helped move PST’s beyond what they learned in their various professional 
development trainings and interrogate themselves and their upbringings (p. 154)  
While coursework is helpful, many agree that one course alone is not sufficient. Mason 
(2016) studied White PST’s and found that in each of their writings, moments of awareness of 
their Whiteness occurred outside the bounds of a one-off course, whether during a happenstance 
interaction, or in the case of one student being required to take a multicultural teaching course 
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three times. Given this Mason (2016) aptly queries the "expectation that one class could interrupt 
a life’s worth of lessons about race and racism in a white supremacist society” (p. 1046). 
McIntyre (1997) similarly expresses a frustration with typical coursework, that the White pre-
service teachers she worked with “were not being provided with enough intellectual and 
emotional space” in their programs to engage with their Whiteness meaningfully. Sleeter (2001) 
also notes that the impact of short-term courses or one-off trainings, while helpful, is short-lived, 
and that educators need ongoing support to become anti-racist practitioners. She finds that 
courses with a fieldwork component attached are more effective, but again, while growth in a 
course may indicate progressed thinking it does necessarily indicate actual change in teaching 
practice. At the end of the day, as Winans (2012) reminds us, “this work is incredibly slow” and 
there are no shortcuts (p. 167). 
Taken together this literature may demonstrate above all that just talking about race is not 
anti-racist teaching necessarily; rather, how we talk (or don’t talk) about race becomes of 
primary concern. The following section turns to the role of emotions in doing this work, which 
can often create barriers to anti-racist development for both students and educators, particularly 
White ones, and helps contextualize findings around emotional reactions to discussing 
Whiteness.  
Role of Emotions and Affect 
The following literature describes the emotional qualities behind why White educators 
turn to avoidance, rather than engage in race talk with their students. Okun and Jones (2001) 
provide a helpful starting point for understanding avoidance as the prioritization of one’s own 
comfort and safety, but relatively less on the mechanics behind why White people avoid 
discomfort in their attempts at race talk when the benefits are so clear. Literature from the fields 
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of teacher education as well as psychology and critical emotion studies read through the lens of 
CWS and CRT helps explain the emotional qualities that impact White educators’ choices to 
avoid.  
Rationale for Discussing Emotions and Whiteness 
Several scholars (Leonardo & Zembylas, 2013; Trainor, 2008; Winans, 2010) note that 
emotion is an under researched yet vital element to understanding how students learn in general, 
and even more so how they develop racial literacies. Researchers working in the intersection of 
emotion and learning argue that rather than being separate from how we make sense of the 
world, or hindrances to how we learn, emotions and feelings are at the center of our political and 
social development (Boler, 1999; Lindquist, 2004; Trainor, 2008).   
Layering on CWS and CRT helps us understand why understanding emotion is 
particularly helpful for navigating race talk with White participants. Several scholars note that 
without looking at emotion and only applying intellectual or logical arguments against racism, 
anti-racist educators run the risk of not supporting key aspects of students’ anti-racist 
development. Crowley (2006) suggests that anti-racist educators place too much import on a 
“bloodless and cerebral” argument against racism, when instead they should focus on the 
relationship between peoples’ desires and values and how those contribute to our formulation of 
racialized beliefs, and how these impact student responses to attempts to persuade them 
otherwise (p. 4). In other words, it may be that we are trying to attack an emotional problem with 
logic.  
Acknowledging that feelings are taught via social rules helps Trainor (2008) move away 
from what she refers to as a “gotcha!” lens of analysis that focuses on individual, observable 
instances of racism, and “expose isolated fragments of racist discourse” (p. 15). This type of 
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analysis does not help address the larger context of schooling, how our educational contexts and 
the role we play as educators create the emotioned dynamics that contribute to racism in 
classrooms. Trainor (2008) found that students’ racist ideas do “not necessarily arise from a need 
or desire to protect white privilege, from ignorance of oppression, or from lack of exposure to 
difference,” but rather “become persuasive through mediating and mediated processes of 
emotional regulation, individually experienced feelings, and dynamics of persuasion and 
rhetoric” learned from family and school (p. 3). In the school she studied, students understood 
that racism was bad, and did not want to be labeled as racists, but also did not have language or 
rules for how to engage in dialogue that connects certain groups with their dominant status (e.g., 
men, the wealthy, White people). If students are taught that everyone is “equal” and “deserves an 
extra chance,” and other neo-liberal values for example, it becomes very hard to teach about 
issues related to power and oppression with a critical eye. 
What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Guilt and Shame? 
There are certain emotions that most frequently recur when White people are engaged in 
race talk, and which result in affect, roughly defined as the physical embodiment of certain 
feelings, often resulting in increased sweating and heart rate, or becoming flushed (Leonardo & 
Zembylas, 2013; Sue, 2016). Guilt, shame, and fear are those most typically referenced in the 
literature in relation to race talk (Ahmed, 2004; Levine-Rasky, 2000; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983; 
Sue, 2016; Thandeka, 2000). 
Sarah Ahmed’s (2004) book Cultural Politics of Emotion is a frequently cited starting 
point for understanding the ways certain emotions are socially inscribed, particularly feelings of 
fear and disgust. Ahmed (2004) describes fear of the other as something learned, and which 
“establishes distance” between the subject and object of fear, and “depends on misreading,” or 
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pre-judging the objects of our fear. This distancing leads to a “shrinking back from the world,” 
exacerbated by the fact that “the more we don’t know what or who it is we fear the more the 
world becomes fearsome” (p. 69). For her, a turning away also implies a turn towards; for White 
people this means the comfort of other White people, the rules and contexts White people know 
and understand. She employs the concept of “stickiness,” that certain emotions and meanings 
become stuck to, or attached to particular objects and people, such as disgust, or pity.  
In her book, Learning to Be White: Money, Race and God in America (1999) Thandeka 
further extends the idea and impact of how White people learn to create these emotional and 
physical distances from POC. She describes several instances of White adults reflecting on 
moments during their own childhoods when they were belittled, reprimanded, and shamed for 
simply desiring to interact with POC. Thandeka describes their contemporary pain in recounting 
these instances as revealing “the depth of the compromise [they] had made with [themselves] 
rather than risk venturing beyond the socially mandated strictures of whiteness.” Shaming White 
children for attempting to treat POC as if they are White is deployed as a tactic to teach White 
children how to be White, but results in long term internalized shame around “feeling what 
[they] [are] not supposed to feel: forbidden desires and prohibited feelings that render one 
different” (p. 12). This is described as the “pound of flesh exacted for the right to be excluded 
from the excluded” (p. 8). In order for White children (and adults) to protect themselves from 
feelings of ostracization or feeling unloved by their caretakers and/or friends, they begin to adopt 
the White identity they are taught, and in fact “unlove” the parts of themselves that are not 
White, which do not want to take on these prejudicial attitudes. 
Understanding White fragility and reticence to engage in race talk and the “discomfort” 
that comes with it as resulting from long term internalized shame may help anti-racist educators 
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support White participants’ move through the discomfort required to lay down this shame, move 
past it, and start doing the work needed to achieve racial equity. 
Importance of (White) Discomfort 
Levine-Rasky (2000) cites Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (1983) who suggest the 
most powerful affective emotion is not shame or guilt but rather fear:  
[Guilt] is an intellectual mask to a feeling. Fear is a feeling—fear of losing one’s power, 
fear of being accused, fear of a loss of status, control, knowledge. Fear is real. Possibly 
this is the emotional, non-theoretical place from which serious anti-racist work among 
white feminists can begin. (p. 62) 
They bring us full circle back to the importance of engaging in discomfort, or rather fear of 
discomfort, for both White educators and students. Indeed, Applebaum (2008) finds that by 
definition there is no comfortable way to dismantle Whiteness as White people, because doing so 
involves admitting complicity first. Further, DiAngelo & Sensoy (2014) remind us that even 
suggesting a space be “safe” to engage in race talk for White people signals an unreadiness, or 
lack of appreciation for the work required, and necessary affective tension required to understand 
it. To these ends Matias (2016) argues that teacher education programs must bring in more 
critical emotional perspectives, to support White teacher candidates as well as their educators 
“undergo the painful therapy of understanding their Whiteness, of asking why they feel 
uncomfortable talking about racism” (p. 207). DiAngelo & Sensoy (2014) suggest that White 
practitioners examine carefully where our fears come from, because “if one does not fear actual 
physical harm, then some reflection on what one does fear can be a rich avenue of self-
knowledge and social insight” (p. 127).  
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It is important here to also suggest the importance of navigating these difficult feelings 
for White teachers and teacher candidates in particular, or anyone in pink collar fields who 
joined because we believe in our “goodness,” our abilities to “give back,” or other saviorist 
motivations. Applebaum (2008) quotes Damien Riggs (2004) who suggests that instead of trying 
to be “better white people,” (which contributes to these affective emotional barriers), they should 
“recognize that belief in the ‘goodness’ of white people, values and ways of knowing is precisely 
the foundation of practices of oppression” (para. 27). Leonardo and Zembylas (2013) are quick 
to warn about the need for critical race talk, that just participating in race talk does not make a 
White person “good.” And further, even desiring to be a “good White” plays into this 
“bifurcating perspective” that any of us are good, or complete in our anti-racism (p. 156). 
Thompson (2003) warns against any insistence “in advance, on an outcome that guarantees that 
we [White people] will feel good about ourselves--that guarantees we will feel growth without 
loss”; in so doing White people in effect “refuse the possibility of a response” (p. 23). In other 
words, in their attempts to be “good Whites” White people may be missing the point entirely.  
Navigating these questions requires a certain type of critical reflection, and Leonardo and 
Porter (2010) offer a helpful perspective on what this might look or feel like for White 
participants. We observe time and again in typical “diversity” trainings that rational facts do not 
convince White people to move towards substantive change. However, navigating emotions 
through moving through fear of the unknown might. Here Leonardo and Porter (2010) 
problematize typical emotioned rules of “safe” spaces to discuss racism, which “side step” 
discomfort and attendant feelings (e.g., anger and frustration) that are exactly the feelings we 
need to feel and work through to progress (p. 148). For many White people this means “giving 
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up the need to control meaning,” or let go of those preconceived ideas they bring to race talk 
about what is right and wrong, and what they must do to fix it (Thompson, 2002, p. 22). 
Navigating fear, moving through affect, and letting go of control of the narrative are 
important concepts but still require specific pedagogies for implementation in educational 
contexts. The following reviews literature that offers more specific ideas around how to 
incorporate critical emotional pedagogies to teach anti-racism and critical Whiteness.  
Critical Emotional Pedagogies 
Amy Winans (2010, 2012) employs literature in her teaching to undergird discussion 
around Whiteness, difference, and the feelings those concepts elicit. She highlights certain texts 
that represent complicated views of Whiteness, offering White writer Eula Biss’s (2009) essays 
as an example. Students are compelled to ask questions of the work, such as, “According to Biss, 
what does it mean to be white or see the world through white interpretive frameworks? What 
emotions are associated with experiences of recognizing oneself as white? How does Biss 
respond to those emotions, and why?” (Winans 2012, pp. 157-8). In this way “discussions of 
Biss's struggles offer some students the chance vicariously to examine their own experiences of 
racial identity and emotion” (Winans, 2012, p. 158). This approach further helps students 
“recognize that their embodied emotions and thoughts are not them,” and “this awareness opens 
up possibilities for new ways of thinking and acting” (Winans, 2012, p. 160). In general, she 
advocates for a “contemplative pedagogy” that “might help students gain greater awareness, in 
an embodied sense, of the ways that emotions might consciously and unconsciously inform their 
beliefs,” and encourage a view of racial literacy that depends on “inquiry, exploration, and 
awareness--as opposed to emphasizing acquisition of particular knowledge” (p. 488). 
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I appreciate Megan Boler’s (1999) “sum up” of her central tenets of “an explicit curricula 
in emotional literacy,” that capture a number of the qualities of an anti-racist curriculum 
described above (p. 82): 
• Encourage collaborative and self-reflective analysis of emotions and critical analysis of 
cultural, gendered (I would add raced) differences in emotions and how emotional rules 
maintain social hierarchies.  
• Opportunities to examine emotional experience within a context not usually provided in 
schools (such as museums).  
• Teachers should explore their own emotional experience and develop “philosophies of 
emotion” to inform their pedagogies and interaction.  
• Provide students with the vocabulary they need in order to examine their relations with 
others and “choose for themselves modes of integrating emotions in their lives” (p. 82). 
Another pedagogy that may be instructive is Boler and Zembylas’s (2003) pedagogy of 
discomfort, formulated for both educators and students to move outside their comfort zones and 
engage meaningfully with difference. They problematize hegemonic, binary ways of thinking 
(e.g., straight or gay, White or POC, good or bad, racist or not racist, privileged or not privileged, 
dominant or nondominant), and highlight that fear of ambiguity and the spaces in between these 
designations impedes our abilities to fully understand each other. They suggest that engaging 
with the emotions involved with negotiating the ambiguities that make us who we are can help 
disrupt these binaries for ourselves; they offer an example from one of the authors who speaks 
about immigrating from the Middle East to the US several years ago, and what that means for 
him and ideas around “home” and belonging. He is neither American, nor foreigner, nor 
immigrant, nor in exile; traditional hegemonic, binary ideas of citizenship do not apply to him. 
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Exploring the ambiguities within ourselves helps achieve the goal of discomfort pedagogy, 
which for the authors is meant “to inhabit a more ambiguous sense of self not reduced to the 
binary positions of good and evil” (p. 121). 
I will now turn to a review of literature concerned with discussions of race, racism, and 
Whiteness through and with art objects.  
Talking About Race Through Objects 
This part of the literature review looks at the value of object and arts-based learning for 
social justice, and specific challenges to this work posed by Whiteness. This section operates 
under the well-documented premise that objects tell stories, and the meaning and significance of 
these stories shift depending on viewers’ subjectivities  (Barrett, 2000; Burnham & Kai-Kee, 
2011a; Mayer, 2005; Hooper-Greenhill, 2000a; Hubard, 2015; Roberts, 1997). These 
subjectivities take on additional nuance when discussing objects made in specific cultural, 
historical, and political contexts, and with certain intentions in mind (Hubard, 2007a, Hubard, 
2007b). This review focuses on literature that treats the role these multiple interpretations play 
specifically when teaching towards social justice.20 
Many of the expressions of Whiteness discussed above manifest in art and museum 
education contexts. While the treatment of Whiteness per se in art education is relatively under-
researched, the problem of achieving a multicultural treatment of art and visual culture has a 
longer history of scholarship, and points to the ways art education has been found to be both 
antidote to and at the same emblematic of racism in the classroom (Kraehe et al., 2018). 
 
20 While art and art museum educators are of course very concerned with art making per se as an 
approach to developing anti-racist orientations for students, this review will largely focus on 
general approaches in art and art museum education that might be applied both in dialogic and 
more explicitly arts-based capacities. See Dewhurst (2014) for implementing art projects 
designed for social justice. 
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However, the last couple of years has seen a proliferation in scholarship treating anti-racism and 
Whiteness more specifically, including a three-issue special treating Whiteness in art education 
in the Journal of Cultural Research in Art Education (JCRAE) edited by Joni Boyd Acuff, and 
the recently published Palgrave Handbook of Race and the Arts (Kraehe et al., 2018). In her 
introduction to the JCRAE series, Acuff (2019) notes that with a couple noted exceptions: 
As a field, we have yet to explicitly name Whiteness as a central structure that needs to 
be disrupted. There needs to be a paradigm shift in which art educators simultaneously 
prioritize the interrogation of Whiteness, as well as action oriented investments that 
centralize voices of color in curriculum, pedagogy, and research. (p. 9) 
The following will treat literature written to these ends, looking for specific ways Whiteness 
manifests through art and art museum education as well as antidotes to these.  
Representation 
As in most classroom contexts, the demographics of art/museum education reflect a 
predominantly White workforce, and a growing majority of students of color. In the first part of 
his recommendations for an anti-racist art making and teaching agenda, James Haywood Rolling, 
Jr. (2020), currently President-Elect of the National Art Education Association (NAEA) and 
Chair of the NAEA Equity, Diversity, & Inclusion Commission hones in on the lack of 
representation of educators of color being of primary concern. He notes, writing about NAEA, 
that 
of the 26 members of our Association’s current Board of Directors, I am the only person 
of color represented. We can do better. NAEA recognizes that in a profession where 
about 20% of the general workforce are persons of color, teaching a population that is 
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well over 50% students of color, the presence of art educators of color among our 
membership is sorely underrepresented. (p. 9)  
This lack of representation has roots in a longstanding approach to multiculturalism in art 
education that is still governed by White, patriarchal notions of cultural production, and which 
impacts cultural views on what art can be, and who can make it. Sions and Coleman (2019) 
suggest that “the most visible influence of Whiteness is in the curriculum where White, 
Eurocentric ideas of who an artist can be and what art looks like prevails,” noting that most art 
education pedagogy in US schools has looked to White, European standards as a model (p. 32). 
This model projects the mastery of art as the domain of White people, particularly White men, 
and is satisfied with the occasional inclusion of artists in the margins as sufficient for 
“multicultural” needs (Kraehe et al, 2018; Grant & Sleeter, 1993; Sions & Coleman, 2019; Weil, 
1994). Stout (1997) cites Steven Weil’s (1994) lamentation of a “tourist” approach to 
diversifying art education, that holds up piñata making and “female of the month” presentations 
as “ends in themselves” rather than a process towards authentic multicultural literacy and critical 
thinking (p. 101). This cursory “sprinkling” of diversity, so to speak, results in White artists 
being perceived straightforwardly as “artists,” (i.e., without label or qualification, and rarely 
described as White) and considered canon, while artists of color are often described or qualified 
by their racial identifier and relegated to a separate, “multicultural” curriculum (Kraehe et al., 
2018, p. 2).  
This underrepresentation has several consequences, not least of which a lack of role 
models for what a career in the arts might look like for students of color (Acuff et al., 2012; 
Charland, 2010; Wilson, 2017). For example, Charland (2010) interviewed 29 Black boys and 29 
Black girls in four different high schools serving predominantly students of color. He found that 
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these students did not consider a career in the arts to be a viable profession, citing fear of 
disapproval from family and friends; while making art might be an acceptable activity for leisure 
time, it is perceived as too financially unstable for a job. Worse, these students only considered 
White men to be artists. Kraehe et al. (2016) suggest that Charland’s (2010) work demonstrates 
that “there are racialized differences regarding student identification and disidentification with 
the discipline of visual art and that these differences correlate with the visibility of Black art and 
artists in the learning environment” (p. 14). Wilson (2017) illustrates this problem in her 
description of an experience from early in her career in a 7th grade art classroom in the 1990s: 
I began with provocations such as “Who are the makers of art?” and “What is art for?” 
Many of my students could engage me with names and works of individual 
European/White artists deemed great by the mainstream art world—the likes of whom 
might include Vincent van Gogh, Leonardo da Vinci, and Michelangelo. Looking out 
over the sea of Brown faces staring at me, I prompted my students to name a few artists, 
who might reflect their own rich ancestry. “What about some artists who are Black?” I 
asked. I remember vividly standing at the front of my classroom as my students looked at 
each other, amused. And then there was a brief silence before one of them shouted: “Ms. 
Wilson, Black folks don’t make art!” This was followed by raucous laughter. (pp. 51-52) 
She notes that representation is key to supporting students of color, indeed any person of color, 
to “see the brilliance of their legacy, too” (p. 56). 
Buffington (2019) elaborates on this lack of visibility, specifically noting at the lack of 
representation of artists of color, particularly women of color, in commercial classroom 
materials; she noted a particular lack of artists of color as well as women in Dick Blick’s21 three 
 
21 A popular store that sells art materials. 
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“masterwork” poster series, again contributing to racialized notions of who and who cannot be 
an artist. Link (2019) similarly found a noticeable lack of artists of color in her study of grades 
K-5 art education curricula from school districts in three different regions in the US. She 
discovered not only are artists of color underrepresented, but also that Whiteness is centered in 
curricular goals. For example, one of the goals of the 2nd grade unit on “Cultural and 
Community Diversity” in one district states that “students will discover how art is influenced by 
cultural differences” (Williamsport Curriculum, n.d., p. 2, as cited in Link, 2019, p. 17). Link 
(2019) finds that this both centers Whiteness as that which other cultures of color might 
influence and compare themselves to, while at the same time reinforcing its unmarked, 
“invisible” status. By avoiding political or so-called “difficult” art works (begging the question: 
Difficult for whom?), White art educators are doing their students of all races a disservice; 
showing artists that come from a variety of backgrounds, including from the students’ own 
backgrounds acknowledges and affirms the diverse cultures in the class, and can support students 
in making personal connections to the curricular content (Hunter-Doniger, 2018; Wilson, 2017).  
Educators must also ensure that showing works by artists of color is not attempting 
representation for representation’s sake; artworks should also be selected based on what issues 
they bring up that are relevant to students’ interests. Indeed, artworks that treat the real issues 
students are dealing with may be exactly what is needed. Stout (1997) writes that “when art 
teachers at all levels create a curriculum devoid of discord and academic friction… the classroom 
becomes divorced from the realities their students and teachers are facing (p. 105). Knight (2006) 
similarly maintains that “the issues (i.e., race, power, privilege, hegemony) that art educators 
tend to steer clear of, due to the belief that they spark contention, are the very ones we cannot 
afford to neglect” (p. 44). Visual counternarratives are an important contribution to an anti-racist 
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curriculum; in the case of art education, many scholars suggest the incorporation of artworks by 
artists of color that trouble or nuance conventional notions of cultures of color, as well as 
Whiteness, particularly contemporary artworks (Desai, 2010; Freedman & Stuhr, 2004; Knight, 
2006; Link, 2009; Wilson, 2019).  
The positive educational influence of counternarratives by people of color is well 
documented, but the utility of artwork that critiques Whiteness specifically is less so. Wilson 
(2019) recommends that art educators include more examples from visual culture, including 
films, music videos, and social media “to help facilitate discussion and movement toward White 
identity reflexivity” (p. 84). She also suggests that critically analyzing Whiteness through art and 
media provides “just enough distance” such that White students might be able to participate and 
“enter these worlds largely unscathed,” (presumably by the typically attendant, generally 
unhelpful feelings of guilt and shame), and able to “critique the villain without needing to 
critique themselves” while simultaneously seeing themselves in the White characters (p. 86). 
Desai (2010) cites the work of White artist Peggy Diggs as an example, who notes that “few 
white artists have dealt with their own whiteness in their work and there are few models to 
wrestle with” (para. 1, as cited in Desai 2010, p 27). Desai (2010) compares Diggs’s approach in 
her artwork22 exploring her family’s history of owning enslaved people “in much the same way 
that critical educators use the question-posing method in their teaching” (p. 27). She calls this the 
“dialogic nature” of contemporary art, which seeks to ask questions and disrupt previously held 
beliefs, providing a counternarrative to a hegemonic, normalized view of Whiteness (p. 27). 
As a counter to strong opinions in the field that art education should be primarily about 
formal skill development, not politics (see Darts, 2006 for more on this debate), many art 
 
22 See the project referenced as well as others here: http://www.peggydiggs.net/face 
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educators believe just as strongly that art can, indeed must, be used to engender critical 
perspectives about contemporary issues in their students (Bailey & Desai, 2005; Tavin; 2003). 
Desai and Chalmers (2007) advocate for an art curriculum that elevates “school art” to assume 
the same principles as contemporary artists that blend art practice with critical thinking. They 
speak to a need for visual culture education that brings in violent imagery (they point to images 
of Abu Ghraib torture victims as an example) that “encourages critical examination of such 
images, including what they might mean and how they become icons, and a discussion about the 
kind of education that can allow for such racist, sexist, misogynistic images to be produced” (pp. 
8-9). Cohen-Evron (2005) offers an example of what this might look like in practice, referring to 
several examples of Israeli art teachers who intentionally used photographic counternarratives of 
Palestinian oppression alongside Picasso’s Guernica (1937) (which is required for Israeli arts 
curriculum standards) to discuss the role of photography in conveying victimhood. By using 
Guernica, which conveys suffering on both sides of the Spanish Civil War, Israeli students were 
compelled to reconsider and complicate their understandings of Palestinian identity, and 
recognize that the dichotomy between good and bad, us and them, are more complicated than 
they realized.  
While including more art works by artists of color and supporting more pathways to 
careers in the arts for POC are critical first steps towards an anti-racist curriculum, the literature 
on Whiteness and art education also suggests that when they are included, authentic 
interpretation presents another challenge (Chin, 2011; Desai, 2000, 2010; Sions & Coleman, 
2019; Stout, 1997). Sharing the race of an artist does not necessarily mean students will be able 
to engage critically with the issues addressed through the artist’s work. The following will 
unpack the nature of these often limited interpretations. 
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Misinterpretation Through a White Lens  
Desai (2010) observes that White teachers come to the classroom often having not 
critically examined the visual culture in which they were raised, which “continues to reproduce 
colorblind racism by naturalizing and normalizing images of racial difference in the name of 
cultural diversity” (p. 24). Desai (2005) observed that multicultural treatments of art from the 
1980s and 1990s both primarily served capitalist, edutainment prerogatives, but also contributed 
to further othering of groups labeled “ethnic” (aptly reminding us that the category of White is 
also made up of several ethnic groups). Several authors note that this approach contributes not 
only to an “othering” of artists of color, but also to a flattening of the cultures from which these 
images may come (Chin, 2011; Desai, 2000, Sions & Coleman, 2020).  
For example, in her review of multicultural teaching “products,” Chin (2011) discovered 
several that misrepresent cultures of color; one represented East Asian brushwork as the 
“epitome of art” in both China and Japan, “robustly imbued with spirituality,” and without 
mention that in fact only a few select artists actually practice this particular technique (p. 304). 
Chin (2011) characterizes this approach as ahistorical, and “serves to essentialize the art of East 
Asia comprised solely of China and Japan,” noting that in the process it erases any complexity of 
the art form as well as several other Asian cultures along the way (p. 304). She notes this 
approach tends to represent cultures of color as existing in static, historical moments in time, 
without an appreciation for the “hybridity” of influences with which artists approach their work 
(p. 307). As Desai (2000) writes, this type of engagement “overlooks the politics of location and 
positionality” that inform what artists make and why, and avoids important discussions of ways 
that power, history, and politics contribute to cultural production (p. 114). As Link (2019) points 
out:   
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What does it mean for Jacob Lawrence to be the most talked about artist in Spring Valley 
[one school the author studied] (suggested nine times), but for the Harlem Renaissance to 
be omitted from his story? Does this reflect an authentic inclusion of his work and the 
ideas informing his practice, or a tokenized surface-level insertion? (p. 21). 
This point is similarly maintained by Ritchie (1995), who suggests that artists of color, like any 
artist, contain multitudes, and their personal narratives should be considered when addressing 
their work. Without this context, often their perspective is reduced to their race, and as a result 
flattened and misrepresented.  
To counter reductive and surface treatments of artists of color, Gude (2007) suggests that 
it is much better to bring in fewer artworks to your curriculum that are deeply engaged with, 
rather than more surface level treatments of more artworks. She recommends bringing in guests, 
and other first-person materials to convey the voices of artists and their ideas about their work to 
demonstrate the complexities of how identity may (and may not) impact their art. Kraehe (2010) 
echoes this, arguing that an artist’s positionality is important to consider, not only so that 
students may engage in “open dialogue about artists’ complex and fluctuating identities, as well 
as the impact of those identities on the artists’ work and reception by the public,” but also 
develop their own “notions of and actions toward social justice for all groups” (p. 171). Chin 
(2011) advocates for ethnographic approaches to art education in order “to show the particular 
through details, to bring dynamic contexts to life, and to reveal the multitudes of influences on 
artists and their creations” (p. 306). This approach can support students to “question an ideology 
that frames ethnicity as a determinant of artistic identification” (p. 306).  
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Wilson (2019) further suggests examining artwork by artists of color through the lens of 
cultural studies, which demands that we ask critical questions of the texts we come across. For 
example, she suggests we ask questions of every artwork, such as:  
Who is paying for it? Where is the money/other resources coming from? Who is 
making/producing it? How different are the people who are paying for it from those who 
are producing it? … Who cares about it? What do others think about those who use it? 
What do you have to know, understand, value, believe in order to use it? … What does it 
signify? And what/who signifies it? What genre conventions does it work with? What 
arguments is it making--intentionally or not? (p. 78)  
To these ends, art educators should also become attuned to the communities in which they live 
and work, and connect issues affecting their communities to their curriculum. In this way they 
might “combine the sensibilities of artists with the social awareness of community organizers” 
(Gude, 2007, p. 15). 
This all said, some art educators are quick to warn about the use of violent racial imagery, 
particularly in the contemporary context of near constant proliferation of such images via the 
Internet, social media, and increasing accessibility of smartphones. In their analysis of how 
Whiteness is visualized in the film 12 Years a Slave (2013) alongside contemporary images and 
videos of public lynchings and assaults of Black youths, Herman and Kraehe (2018) 
acknowledge the pedagogical potential of these images in making Whiteness visible. While they 
recommend caution in how we treat these images in order to avoid reinscribing Whiteness as we 
seek to undermine it, they also allow that “it is not a matter of whether to look or not look” (p. 
242). The images are there, in our faces and on the news. Thus, they recommend using these 
technologies (cell phone cameras and videos) to support students not just in their deconstructing 
94 
 
and debate around violent imagery, but to also become content producers themselves of their 
own visual counternarratives.  
Given the visibility of racialized violence today, particularly violence against Black 
people, I turn now to a more in-depth discussion of White interpretation, consumption, and 
expectations of artworks that treat Blackness and violence against Black people specifically. 
White Consumption of Art That Centers Blackness 
In acknowledgement of the unique positioning of anti-Blackness in discussions of 
Whiteness, I thought it was appropriate to include a section treating this body of work that is 
often (but not always) by Black artists, that centers Blackness specifically. While as a whole 
these works represent the breadth and depth of Blackness in varied and complex ways, many art 
education scholars and critics are concerned particularly with images of Black pain and violence, 
how these images are consumed by White audiences, and the relationship of this consumption 
with the perpetuation of White supremacy.  
A panel organized by La Tanya Autry’s Black Liberation Center (2020) titled “Black 
Trauma/Death Imagery is Always Spectacle” illuminates some of the historical roots behind 
White consumption of images representing Black pain. Panelist and writer William C. Anderson 
notes the history of disseminating lynching images as warnings to Black people in order to 
maintain White supremacy, which has direct parallels to contemporary viral images of lynchings 
by police officers. While people who share these images on social media, and perhaps even in 
their classrooms as pedagogical tools may have the best intentions, it is hard to separate viral 
imagery of murders of Black people from this history. Another panelist, writer, and Blackness 
scholar Christina Sharpe further notes that a history of terror is present in all White spaces, 
including museums, and that “repetition of these images does not produce the kind of response 
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that we imagine and desire that they will. If they did, the murders would have ended.” In fact, 
she suggests, the repetition of these violent images does not lend to empathy, but in fact 
increased violence. Autry further notes that museums, in an effort to represent “both sides” of the 
issue of anti-Blackness museums will display work by Black artists as a surface gesture, “in 
place of actually countering anti-Blackness.” Indeed, Autry continues, positioning images of the 
“spectacle of anti-Blackness” and Black suffering as the sole representations of how White 
supremacy works furthers a false notion of White ignorance and innocence; in fact 
predominantly White art museums “require” these images in order to distance themselves from 
their own White supremacist behaviors, as if to say, “racism only looks like this certain kind of 
theatrical destruction of Black bodies” and not also the daily, ordinary White oppression by 
institutions and individuals. Autry (2020) suggests museums do not need these works in order to 
display the consequences of racism, rather all they “need to do is put up a room full of mirrors” 
to see how institutional racism and Whiteness is maintained. 
Not only are there the problematics of display of Black pain in predominantly White 
institutions, but also the consequences for Black artists rising up to meet the contemporary 
market’s consumption in a market driven by White interests. Not only is Black art consistently 
undervalued in the market (Halperin & Burns, 2018a), but predominantly White art museum 
have been slow to acquire art by Black artists as well, despite an increase in interest in temporary 
exhibitions centering Blackness since the advent of the Black Lives Matter movement (Halperin 
& Burns, 2018b). Smith (2019) interviewed Black artists who collectively relate the burdens and 
literal costs of filling this increased consumption in the last several years; they note that it can be 
harder for them compared to their White artist peers to develop longstanding relationships with 
dealers, and often find that if they do manage to break in, “they’ve done it by serving as their 
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own advocates, translators, and promoters in a system not designed to fully understand--or 
accommodate--blackness” (para. 4). While “black artists often feel pressure to enter as many 
spaces as possible (especially ones from which they’ve historically been excluded),” the 
conditions for participation can be costly. Artists Steffani Jemison and Sable Elyse Smith both 
report the additional (unpaid) labor associated with showing their work in White spaces, ensuring 
that their work is contextualized and presented fairly and appropriately. Smith (2019) finds that 
this additional labor is contributing to burnout among Black artists; she cites professor Richard 
Gunderman’s (2014) work on physician burnout who writes that “at its deepest level,” burnout is 
not the result of stressful, long hours, but rather, “the sum total of hundreds and thousands of tiny 
betrayals of purpose, each one so minute that it hardly attracts notice” (para. 14). Jemison cites 
artist Hito Steyerl who relates this experience to a collective exhaustion resulting from the 
“structural condition of generations of black peoples’ experiences” (Smith, 2019, para. 16). 
Many Black scholars and artists speak to the expectations of their work by White 
audiences in White spaces. Smith (2019) relates that artist Kandis Williams seeks to establish 
“her voice against a backdrop of problematic black imagery,” (para. 26), speaking to the 
problematic nature of repeated representations of violence against Black people. Smith (2019) 
refers to these as “struggle narratives,” which have long been “particularly palatable to white 
audiences” (para. 28). Artist Kayode Ojo adds that, “White collectors want to buy 
representations of a black body… and there was a time when you could just buy a black person. 
It’s like, maybe they’re doing the same thing now” (Smith, 2019, para. 27). Artist Sable Smith 
also points out the potential for exploitation around issues that Black artists speak about, 
referring to her own work about “trauma, memory, and the carceral state” (para. 29), which often 
gets “conflated with blackness” in ways that misrepresent and exploit those elements of her work 
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(para. 30). This enforced palatability for White audiences might even be present in museums 
dedicated to Black history and culture; critic and art historian Huey Copeland and Black Studies 
professor and dramaturge Frank Wilderson III (2017) find that for them, even the display of 
Blackness at the National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC) seems 
mediated by an “explicit imposition of some kind of respectability for an outside audience” 
(para. 46).  
Given the arguable “impossibility of utilizing racist material to undo racist 
circumstances,” Key Jo Lee of the Cleveland Museum of Art and other speakers on the “Black 
Trauma/Death Imagery is Always Spectacle” panel (Autry, 2020) argue that perhaps a different 
project is needed, that does not solely demonstrate what Black victimhood can look like but 
White oppression as well. Lee suggests that instead of reproducing images of Emmett Till, a 14-
year-old Black boy who was lynched in Mississippi in 1955 (a reference to the much-criticized 
painting Open Casket (2016) by White artist Dana Schutz exhibited in the 2017 Whitney 
Biennial), we need more images of Carolyn Bryant, the woman Till was accused of whistling at 
and whose false claims against Till caused his murder. Representations of White oppression that 
do not just reflect overtly violent acts, such as lynchings and police murders, but behaviors like 
women like Bryant, “with all the trappings of innocence that accompany her Whiteness,” might 
minimize the distancing between White viewers and their guilt as if to suggest that they are not 
in fact so different from Bryant in their proximity to Whiteness. 
Many Black artists are resisting the White gaze and centering Black joy instead. For 
example, Derrick Adams’s most recent work centers Black joy and leisure, in direct opposition 
to artists focusing on Black pain (Kazanjian, 2021). Adams, as well as other Black artists Smith 
(2019) notes such as Kehinde Wiley, Titus Kaphar, and Simone Leigh are also seeking to create 
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their own spaces for Black creatives in the form of retreats and residencies. This seems to speak 
to Huey and Wilderson’s (2017) question of what might it look like to center Blackness outside 
of institutionalized settings (like museums) that center Whiteness (even in their cultural 
specificity, such as NMAAHC) that are “not [emphasis original] beholden to the work of 
narrative, explanation, cultural justification, or black respectability… spaces where we can plot 
the possibilities of the truly revolutionary and the radically decolonial?” (para. 41). 
These possibilities perhaps speak to a wresting away from White expectations of what 
Black art should convey. Greenwell (2020) writes about the burden of “relevancy” for 
contemporary artists, particularly marginalized ones who may “feel this pressure, the 
responsibility to offer a story that supports a particular political vision” (para. 14). He writes that 
audiences want “the world as we want to see it... not the world as you [the artist] perceive it to 
be” (para. 14). He is careful not to suggest that we do not need more stories about marginalized 
people with happy endings, but rather that we need more stories about marginalized people in 
general in order to convey these experiences more richly and with more nuance. 
Museum Specific Considerations 
While the above perspectives regarding representation and responsible, nuanced 
interpretation are relevant in art education as well as art museum contexts, the museum 
pedagogies described in the first section of this literature review bring their own considerations 
pertaining to discussions of race. The following will describe literature that speaks to the 
opportunities and limitations within museum pedagogies to discuss race, and include research 




Museum educators are becoming more aware of their responsibility to address racial 
biases inherent in their work (Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; Nightingale & Mahal, 2013; Reid, 
2014). However, some (Herz, 2016; Meszaros, 2006) note a tension between the main premise of 
VTS and even some contextualist approaches that are reluctant to bring in contextual information 
if student comments do not preempt it, and the demands of responsibly teaching objects made by 
artists of color in specific, potentially unfamiliar (for the audience) cultural contexts that are at 
increased risk for being misinterpreted by WME’s. This tension may be even more pronounced 
now post Trump’s presidency, which has ushered in an era of “fake news” and “alternative 
facts.” In a political climate where misinformation seems de rigueur, what is a museum’s 
responsibility to monitor and/or correct the various, potentially problematic misinterpretations a 
visitor might come away with?  
In her blog, Director of the Peoria Playhouse Children’s Museum Rebecca Shulman Herz 
(2016) queries the notion that museums need not concern themselves with ensuring visitors come 
away with the “correct” interpretation of museum objects. She cites Meszaros’ (2006) lament 
regarding the “whatever” interpretation, which Mezsaros finds characterizes the field’s overall 
state of education and transmission of knowledge. If anything goes, Meszaros wonders, does the 
obligation of museums to ensure responsible interpretation go with it? Taken a step further, if it 
falls to the visitor to create meaning, whatever meaning it is, what responsibility does the 
institution (and by extension its staff) have towards shaping that meaning making process? 
According to Meszaros, meaning making, or developing a personal connection was always 
meant to be the start of interpretation, not the end goal. Meszaros, inspired by critical 
pedagogues like Henry Giroux, Paulo Freire, and Peter McLaren, states: 
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In order to engage and empower people, the pedagogue needs to begin by making issues 
meaningful (personal meaning-making) in order to make people critical (aware of the 
repertoires of meaning-making that allow certain interpretations to occur) so that it can be 
transformative (so that people can take action in the world). (p. 14) 
To achieve this, Felton & Kuhn (2007) encourage educators to have visitors struggle somewhat 
with the personal connections and narratives they develop. How do you know what you know? 
What made you think of that, and why? What are some hidden assumptions you are making and 
where did those come from? What action steps can be taken to correct any interpretations based 
on false assumptions or stereotypes?  
Hubard (2007a) also reminds us that every museum visitor “deserves access to the 
stories, symbols, and meanings of the traditions that surround” us and contextualize objects we 
see in museums. Hubard (2007b) is also quick to remind us that while recognizing student 
comments is a goal of inquiry, allowing for incorrect, or offensive student interpretations, 
particularly when discussing artworks from cultures unfamiliar to the participant is tantamount to 
offering “misinformation,” and offers several tactics to address this. The educator might affirm 
the original misinterpretation by noting what overlap it has with a more correct one. The 
educator might also bring in contextual information and encourage participants to “integrate it 
into their meaning-making process” (p. 22). Finally, Hubard (2007b) suggests facilitating 
dialogue around these various interpretations and examining them for the different meanings 
they may bring to the work, and what they might say about themselves. These suggestions might 
serve as a helpful reminder for those of us who might be reticent to impose (or feel as though we 
are imposing) a certain interpretation or idea or conversational direction on our groups that we 
should give ourselves and our visitors more credit. For example, El-Amin and Cohen (2018) 
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recommend “leveraging the artist’s background,” citing their approach with a Kerry James 
Marshall painting. They note that high school students are often reluctant to describe or note 
Marshall’s use of dark black tones to convey skin color, or the prominent afros in his work. But 
once museum educators offered information about Marshall’s background and intentions, 
students became much more participatory and adept at making connections between the formal 
qualities of the work and intentions behind it. Museum visitors often come to museum because 
they are looking for information (Falk & Dierking, 1992), and, as museum educator Danielle 
Rice reminds us, we should not assume that “people's egos are so fragile that they can't handle 
knowing that they've misread something,” particularly “if this is done in the context of a frank 
and democratic discussion in which a variety of perspectives is presented” (Rice & Yenawine, 
2002).  
VTS (described earlier) may be the most criticized method for potentially affirming 
negative or offensive comments, since there is no prescribed space within the method for the 
educator to bring in contextual information (unless a participant brings it in themself). It should 
be noted that VTS does have some tools within its methodology to address stereotypical thinking 
and racialized assumptions. Dewhurst and Hendrick (2016) recommend turning to “familiar 
tools” of museum education, such as asking VTS-like questions to prompt critical thinking about 
our ideas about art. For example, the paraphrase in combination with the second question asking 
for visual evidence can be used as a tool to call out assumptions, or neutralize stigma (e.g., if a 
student says they think a figure in the artwork “looks poor,” the facilitator might paraphrase: 
“You’re thinking that this person might not have a lot of money. What do you see that makes 
you say that?”). Participants often quickly realize when they are basing their observation on 
stereotypes versus observable evidence. “Conditional language” is another important aspect of 
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the paraphrase, wherein facilitators are encouraged to use phrases such as “could be,” “might 
be,” “for you the artwork looks sad” to convey that while each opinion is valid, they are also 
personal and not to be taken as any single correct answer (VTS, n.d.).  
However, several museum educators have found that these tools may still might be 
insufficient for addressing ignorant and bigoted comments (Antonisse, 2017, Hoel, 2018, Monet, 
2019). While VTS trainers do not advocate for any facilitator to simply paraphrase problematic 
statements without addressing them, doing so within the confines of the method can be tricky 
without extensive training. One education team at a contemporary art museum was prompted to 
re-tool the method when they realized VTS was insufficient for discussing a temporary 
exhibition by artist Kerry James Marshall, whose “overarching principle is still to move the 
black figure from the periphery to the center and, secondly, to have these figures operate in a 
wide range of historical genres and stylistic modes culled from the history of painting” 
(Marshall, 2014, p. 26). These educators found that paraphrasing certain participants’ comments 
without qualifying them perpetuated racist stereotypes (Antonisse, 2017).  
They devised three accommodations: first, by providing a brief introduction to Marshall 
and his work before even beginning the tours they hoped “to help model inclusive language” and 
“helped set the stage for respectful, productive conversations about the constructs of race at play 
in his work” (Hoel, 2018). When this proved helpful but still insufficient, they introduced the 
societal frame, which is “a paraphrase that mentions cultural constructs inherent in a comment” 
(Antonisse, 2017). For example, some visitors were describing a particular Marshall painting as 
“unrealistic” because it depicts Black figures engaged in leisure activities often associated with 
Whiteness: boating, picnicking, playing golf. To address the assumptions behind these 
comments, a museum educator might paraphrase: “You are thinking about how and where black 
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people are often depicted, and noticing that this image bucks those patterns” (Antonisse, 2017, 
para. 13). Their team also introduced “the FYI,” which provides information outside of the 
content of the paraphrase that can help participants understand the historical and/or cultural 
significance behind a comment that they might have realized existed. Together, these deviations 
from VTS’s original method have helped their education staff better address offensive comments 
in the moment, while still for the most part maintaining the open, affirming atmosphere VTS 
seeks to create. Worth noting is that the corrections they made might all be considered to fall 
within contextualist approaches to teaching insofar that they all involve inserting some 
contextual information when deemed appropriate or needed. 
Cultural and/or Content-Specific Museum Approaches 
So far, these interventions describe how a museum educator might address “in the 
moment” or unanticipated problematic interpretations or comments. However, increasingly 
museum educators are calling for more intentional approaches to discussing race in museum 
settings, citing both an institutional and personal responsibility on behalf of all museum workers 
to address racial bias in their work--not just if or when race comes up but as an integrated 
approach to their work (Faden, 2007; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2017; El-Amin & Cohen, 2018; 
Harper & Hendrick, 2017; Ng & Ware, 2014; Ng, Ware & Greenberg, 2017; Washington and 
Hindley; 2017). Illustrating this position, Faden (2007) argues that “museums, like other 
institutions, must be willing to tell the whole story--even the chapters that do not reflect well on 
the dominant, white culture” (p. 80).  
“Culturally specific” museums, or museums focused on a specific minoritized cultural 
group, as well as museums focused on content related to race (e.g., historic plantation museums) 
can teach us a lot about what it looks like to intentionally design museum programs that address 
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race and/or prejudice specifically. I will first discuss recommendations from these museums, and 
then turn to ways that museums with collections with art made by predominantly White artists 
might also incorporate explicitly anti-racist approaches in their programming. 
Brown et al. (2017) write about different approaches to interpretation at three different 
culturally specific museums: The Asian Art Museum and Chong-Moon Lee Center for Asian Art 
and Culture, The Museum of the African Diaspora (MoAD), and The Contemporary Jewish 
Museum (CJM). They suggest that in their experiences, “inquiry-based learning takes on a new 
meaning as visitors’ worldviews, prejudices, and ‘baggage’ often arise in touring situations, 
prompting conversations that go beyond interpretation of visual material” (p. 121). For example, 
the authors discuss an exhibition at The CJM in 2010 that featured “artist-altered” pages of 
Hitler’s manifesto, Mein Kampf. In line with conversations about what to do with removed 
Confederate statues, curators at The CJM similarly wondered: “What do we do with such a 
book?” (p. 124). They wrote their uncertainty into wall texts, asking: “Ban it? Some would still 
pass it around on the sly. Forget it? It would be an insult to the millions who died because of it. 
Burn it? It would be resorting to the methods used by the Nazis during Kristallnacht” (p. 124). 
These questions became prompts for visitors and organized groups alike to similarly grapple 
with these questions without easy answers. They share that tour guides “deliberately elicited 
multiple perspectives from their groups, asked them to listen to one another, and concluded each 
tour by revisiting the introductory question to see if anyone had changed their perspective,” 
thereby opening the premise of the entire exhibition up for debate (p. 124). This approach now 
inspires their overall orientation to tours, beginning them by asking the group open-ended 
questions that invite the same type of questioning that CJM employees consider themselves: 
What is the role of a Jewish museum? A contemporary Jewish museum? Brown et al. (2017) 
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find that the opportunity to view culture and history in a “supportive environment” can lead to 
“productive conversation about identity in the museum” (p. 125). 
Similarly, Grim et al. (2017) write about their experiences from three historic presidential 
residences (Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, George Washington’s Mount Vernon, and Abraham 
Lincoln’s Cottage). They argue that historic sites such as theirs need to address the legacies of 
slavery, all the moreso because visitors often come to their sites with the expectation of “hero 
worship” of these “great men,” an expectation that elides and whitewashes the history and 
narratives of the enslaved people who lived and worked at these sites (p. 56). In their experience, 
“emotion indicates relevancy,” such that conversations about slavery tend to have “very little to 
do with the past and much more to do with pain experienced in the present,” acknowledging that 
this true for both visitors as well as front line education staff (p. 56). They recommend preparing 
educators with certain language and rationale behind using certain terms, like “enslaved person” 
as opposed to “slave,” and introducing these choices at the beginning of the tour to establish 
certain orientations, rather than address them happenstance.  
Additionally, the National Museum of African American History and Culture 
(NMAAHC), which opened to the public in 2016, provides additional insight to anti-racist 
museum work; in fact, in 2017 an entire issue of the Journal of Museum Education was 
dedicated to its programming. Flanagan (2017) writes about their teacher professional 
development (PD) programs, noting the institutional responsibility not to just discuss issues 
related to race, but to support other educators in doing so with their students as well. The “Let’s 
Talk: Teaching Race in the Classroom” PD evolved from a two-day pilot workshop to a five-day 
seminar after teachers reported that two days was not enough time to “deliver content, be 
reflective and re-discuss as a group” (p. 25). Flanagan (2017) notes that the PD rested on several 
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tenets: 1) the creation of a “brave space” (Arao & Clemens, 2013), 2) dissemination of content to 
enhance racial literacy while examining implicit bias, and 3) time for critical reflection” (p. 26). 
The PD included multiple opportunities to reflect in small groups, in pairs, in grade levels, as 
well as personal journaling. 
What About Predominantly White Collections? 
Culturally specific museums offer important lessons in terms of speaking to a 
responsibility to host critical conversations about contemporary issues and identities, the value of 
preparing educators with specific content and language to support these conversations, as well as 
offering professional development to other educators. However, it can be challenging for 
educators at museums with predominantly White collections to similarly preempt these 
conversations. El-Amin and Cohen (2018) argue however that it is possible, and highlight 
educators’ capacities to “act from within to critique and to re-frame the museum as a space of 
belonging for students of color--and they can do this powerful work within even problematic 
collections” (p. 8). One of the strategies they developed is called “Foster Critical Literacy About 
Dilemmas of Representation,” referring to providing students with opportunities to analyze 
artworks “in which racialized/ethnic narratives are missing/misconstrued/misrepresented” (p. 8). 
One example they provide is of an artwork (Henry, 1893) in their Civil War-era gallery that 
includes a depiction of only one person of color, a “shabbily dressed servant” (p. 10). The 
educator “openly acknowledged” this lack with their group, invited theories as to how this lack 
might have come to be, and then students created their own artworks to “imaginatively insert into 
the gallery” (p. 11). Students were thus given a chance to participate in institutional critique, and 
offer an updated vision of this historical period that honors the people of color who were living 
then. El-Amin and Cohen (2018) argue that museums need to instill this type of criticism and 
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visioning not only to ensure that these predominantly White spaces feel welcoming to students of 
color, but to also increase the chance that these students will want to come back.  
Levenson (2014) similarly questions how welcome students of color will feel if the only 
representations they see of themselves in predominantly White museums are of service people or 
enslaved people. But she also suggests that this absence of positive representation is an 
opportunity to discuss, in her museum’s case, “the difficult imagery of British imperial power 
and racialized subjugation with 21st century eyes” (p. 159). Similar to El-Amin and Cohen 
(2018), she refers to a portrait featuring a White person in power with an unnamed, unknown 
Black person beside him--presumably a servant. She suggests that treating a portrait like that as a 
single-subject portrait limits its relevance. Treating both invites a richer conversation, with 
historical points of view, analysis, and critique. This work becomes very difficult though when 
treating subjects about whom very little can be found in the historical record. She cites Saidiya 
Hartman (2008) who asks: “How does one revisit the scene of subjections without replicating the 
grammar of violence?” (p. 4, as cited in Levenson, 2014, p. 163). How do we begin to know this 
figure’s story? She suggests that Hartman’s (2008) approach may be helpful for museum 
educators interpreting the little known, insofar that “[the] intent is not to ‘give voice’ to the slave, 
rather to imagine what cannot be verified” (p. 9, cited in Levenson, 2014, p. 164). So, we work 
with the limited information we have available, and for the rest turn to our imaginations, 
allowing “us to strongly feel and engage with their presence” (p. 164). Ultimately, Levenson 
(2014) finds that when historical, contextual content is brought into the conversation, “new 
layers of meaning emerged” (p. 164). She makes a case for acknowledging the presence and 
legacy of slavery in her museum’s collection “in a forthright and open manner and invite 
[emphasis added] engagement” between visitors and this content (p. 164). I emphasize these 
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qualities to note that in this case the museum educator does not wait for visitors to bring it up 
first, as some museum literature might suggest (Burnham, 2011). Rather, this is presented as a 
principle for each tour. 
Levenson (2014) echo Herman and Kraehe (2018), allowing that while museum 
educators must not “hide or gloss over the potentially offensive and problematic nature of these 
images,” they should not be “reduced to passive vehicles for ideological and political meaning” 
either (p. 161). The balance is articulated by Lonnie Bunch (2010) (p. 48, as cited in Levenson, 
2014, p. 161):  
Far too frequently museums have crafted exhibitions that have satisfied the need for 
celebration, comfort and closure. Our goal should be to provide opportunities for 
audiences to embrace and even revel in the ambiguities of the past... I would argue that 
one of the signs of successful exhibitions or programs is whether the audience becomes 
more comfortable with ambiguity and with complexity. 
Dewhurst and Hendrick (2016) suggest that “this ability [for museum educators] to hold multiple 
truths together in the same moment is incredibly powerful in disrupting the idea that a single, 
often White-dominated and constructed narrative, is the only truth” (p. 25). They urge educators 
to use objects as an entree to discussing the multiple narratives they bring up that are driven by 
our own personal narratives, which in turn can serve a conversation about privilege, power, and 
oppression. In doing so, a white-washed single narrative is complicated by the insertion of 
others’ points of view. Again, in these examples we see a combination of decontextualization 
(starting with personal interpretations), but also a weaving in context that specifically encourages 
students to consider what racial implications there might be in a particular work. These can range 
from questions about collecting or categorizing, or how the artist or genre of work is received 
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and valued (Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016). Arguably any object can support a conversation about 
racism in museums. As these cases have demonstrated, to decide not to and stay silent upholds 






CHAPTER 3: Methodology 
     
I have chosen a qualitative, participatory action research (PAR) study design in order to 
address my study’s research questions, which aim to name, explore, and critique impacts of 
Whiteness in the gallery teaching practices of four White museum educators (WME’s), including 
myself.  
Together, the four WME’s engaged in practitioner inquiry, guided by principles of 
participatory action research and White racial affinity work. Figure 1 presents an overview of the 
research frameworks that contributed to the design of this study.  
Figure 1 




Together these served to guide our reflexive work to address our research questions: 
• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift and change depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
• What issues or questions arise when four WME’s gather to discuss impacts of Whiteness 
in their museum teaching? 
• How, if at all, does a co-reflexive, participatory exploration of their Whiteness over time 
influence their thinking and practice, particularly as it pertains to discussing race with 
museum visitors? 
o What are participants’ perceptions about the value of a White affinity group? 
Qualitative Research 
In contrast to quantitative inquiry where representations of the world are symbolized 
numerically, qualitative inquiry offers ones that are primarily verbal, linguistic, textual, and/or 
through images (Heppner et al., 1999). Because language is often subjective, qualitative research 
is best suited to study socially constructed representations of reality; in general, qualitative 
researchers seek answers to questions that query how “social experience is created and given 
meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 8). Attention to the particularities of participants’ 
experiences and their interpretation of those experiences requires the researcher to “sustain a fair 
amount of ambiguity” through flexibility and openness towards the data (Strauss & Corbin, 
2008, p. 14). This openness permits the researcher to approach data collection and fieldwork 
without constraints of predetermined categories of analysis, allowing for a depth, openness, and 
detail of the qualitative inquiry (Patton, 1990). This openness supports methodologies that aim to 
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explore new, or relatively new, social experiences--similar to our exploration of Whiteness in an 
art museum teaching context.  
Within educational contexts, Merriam (1998) has noted that qualitative research offers 
“the greatest promise of making significant contributions to the knowledge base and practice of 
education,” because it is “focused on discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspective 
of those being studied” (p. 1). Accordingly, qualitative study designs utilize a range of 
interpretive methods, in an attempt to best understand the subject matter at hand. Each method 
contributes to making the world visible in a different way (Schurink, 2008). 
Teacher/Practitioner Inquiry 
Teacher, or practitioner,23 inquiry was born out of paradigm shifts in 1970s and 1980s to 
move away from a reliance on outsider, academic sources as sole purveyors of knowledge, and 
focuses on practitioners' abilities to research, critique, and produce expert knowledge on their 
own practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). In line with Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 
Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS), practitioner inquiry is grounded in critical theory and 
committed to disrupting the idea that quality research on teaching can only come out of academic 
environments. Further, given this inherently disruptive stance, teacher inquiry has historically 
also offered examples of ways to “challenge and critique” traditional ideas about teaching and 
learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 16). For the purposes of my study, I was also drawn 
to practitioner inquiry’s ability to specifically critique and address systemic and/or institutional 
 
23 While the literature frequently refers to this form of research as teacher inquiry/research I will 
be referring to this work as practitioner inquiry going forward to reflect this study’s participants’ 




inequities in educational contexts (Kincheloe, 1991).24  In line with CWS’s demands for White 
practitioners to closely study, reflect on, name, and subvert aspects of Whiteness in their 
teaching, practitioner inquiry similarly values and demands from educators that we behave as 
“deliberative intellectuals” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 2) and “treat [our] own classrooms 
and schools as sites for intentional investigation” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a, p. 250). 
By combining self-study and collaborative inquiry, this stance is helpful for discovering 
new questions about teaching, rather than dictating a static set of “best practices” or definitive 
findings (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999b). Instead, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999b) 
characterize practitioner inquiry as “associated more with uncertainty than with certainty, more 
with posing problems and dilemmas than solving them, and with the recognition that inquiry 
both stems from and generates questions” (p. 21). This process is supported by intentionally 
working with other practitioners (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Noffke & Zeichner, 2006), 
discussing our work, our students, observations and reflections on teaching, as well as other 
teaching artifacts such as lesson plans and evaluations. McDonald (1992) describes these acts as 
“breaking professional silence” by encouraging commentary and constructive critique from other 
educators (p. 43). By combining these multiple sources of knowledge, the hope is that 
practitioner inquiry should elicit insights and questions that would not otherwise be possible 
working alone (Campano, 2009; Gustafson, 2019).  
Participatory Action Research (PAR) 
 Participatory action research (PAR) is a form of action research (AR). Practitioner 
inquiry and AR are closely related; indeed, some scholars use the terms interchangeably (Bartlett 
 
24 In fact, Efron and Ravid (2013) note that action research and practitioner inquiry are often 
used interchangeably given their focus on practitioner as researcher. 
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& Burton, 2006; Kemmis, 2006, 2009). Both share a commitment to democratic approaches to 
knowledge production, and a rejection of “studying social problems without trying to resolve 
them” (Greenwood & Levin, 2007, p. 4). This particularly actionable quality towards the greater 
good has found a natural home in educational contexts, particularly for educators interested in 
improving their own teaching (Carr & Kemmis, 2003; Stringer, 2008). To that end, action 
research ideally involves a cyclical process involving planning, acting or intervening on practice, 
observation of the impact of that action, reflection, and planning again (Efron & Ravid, 2013; 
Greenwood & Levin, 2007; Lewin, 1946). Reflexive practice for participants becomes the 
backbone of action research; actions towards improvement and self-criticality emerge from “an 
ongoing process of experimentation and reflection, in which mutual [emphasis added] learning is 
the driving process both for sustainable change and for knowledge generation” (Greenwood & 
Levin, 2007, p. 27).  
Different authors differentiate PAR from AR and practitioner inquiry in different ways; 
some state that PAR strives explicitly to rectify social or community issues (Cammarota & Fine, 
2008; Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991; McIntyre, 1997; Whyte, 1991). Others suggest that PAR 
design takes even more steps than typical action research and practitioner inquiry to democratize 
the power relationship between participant and researcher, by defining the participatory element 
as being more than just “mere involvement” (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; McTaggart, 1997, 
p. 28). To this end the design and implementation of PAR projects are developed in concert with 
the participants, or those members of the community desiring to improve a certain social 
situation that they have collectively identified (McIntyre, 2008; Kemmis, et al., 2014). In our 
case, our community is the field of museum education, and the social problem we have identified 
is Whiteness in our art museum teaching practice.  
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Tandon (1988) has identified several determinants of authentic participation in PAR: 
participants’ role in setting the agenda of the inquiry; participants’ participation in the data 
collection and analysis; and participants’ control over the use of outcomes and the whole process 
(p. 13). In this way, PAR is concerned with extending the impact of any individual improvement 
or self-awareness to the collective; participants work to change themselves, support others in 
their own efforts to change, and together work to change their institutions and society at large.  
As far as nuts and bolts around how a PAR project is enacted, I turn to Kemmis et al. 
(2014) and their guide to conducting “critical participatory action research” projects. For them, 
what makes critical PAR (CPAR) critical is its explicit rejection of any notion of an objective 
participant; instead, participants engage in “a very active and proactive notion of critical self-
reflection--individual and collective self-reflection that actively interrogates the conduct and 
consequences of participants’ practices, their understandings of their practices, and the 
conditions under which they practice” (p. 6). This explicit orientation to critical reflection very 
much supports the type of exploration of Whiteness in our teaching that we set out to do.  
These are Kemmis et al.’s (2014) steps outlining the CPAR planning-action-reflection 
cycle: 
1. Closely examine our practices, our understandings and the conditions under 
which we practice, 
2. Ask critical questions about our practices and their consequences,  
3. Engage in communicative action with others to reach unforced consensus about 
what to do,  
4. Take action to transform our practices, our understandings of our practices, and 
the conditions under which we practice, and  
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5. Document and monitor what happens. (p. 68) 
Kemmis et al. (2014) maintain that CPAR may not always adhere to this flow exactly, in the 
same way a cycle of observation-reflection-action that a typical AR project might mandate; 
however, they do stipulate that CPAR researchers do engage in all these steps at some point in 
the process. For them, success in CPAR is not dictated by whether the participants have 
“followed the steps faithfully, but whether they have a strong and authentic sense of 
development and evolution in their practices, their understandings of their practices, and the 
situations in which they practice” (pp. 18-19).  
White Affinity Work 
White affinity group,25 or caucus, work provides another tool and framework for 
understanding our participation in this study. Affinity working groups refer to groups who gather 
to discuss issues related to their shared identity, whether based on race, gender, sexuality, ability, 
etc. White affinity work provides White practitioners with a setting to take on the oftentimes 
emotionally difficult work of naming and subverting their biases alongside other White people 
engaged in the same work, without burdening colleagues and friends of color more than they are 
already (Torrens, 2009). Michael and Conger (2009) point out that while White affinity work can 
sound strange or threatening (“I’m off to my white group tonight!”), it can serve as an important 
prerequisite before engaging with POC about racial identity in interracial dialogues (p. 57). They 
describe interracial dialogues with White people who are not ready for them as “placing pre-
algebra students in a calculus class,” (p. 57) forcing the POC and/or facilitators to cater to what 
 
25 While the literature frequently refers to White affinity groups or caucuses, more recently 
White affinity groups have opted to shift language from “affinity” (which implies a favorable 
opinion of Whiteness, and/or a recentering of Whiteness) to White anti-racist working or 
learning groups, to more accurately convey the work implied (Blitz & Kohl, 2012). 
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Zeus and Porter (2010) describe as a “pedagogy guided by the least competent students in the 
room” (p. 154). This can result in frustrating feelings from all parties involved, with POC feeling 
“cheated” out of a substantive conversation about issues that impact them, and White participants 
feeling anxious, fearful, and shut down as a result (Michael & Conger, 2009, p. 57), or 
alternatively dominating the conversation (Kivel, 2017; Sue, 2015). White affinity work enables 
White people to develop their own literacy around Whiteness, understand how privilege and 
racism negatively impacts POC as well as ourselves, and name our own responsibilities as 
aspiring allies and anti-racists (Blitz & Kohl, 2012; Kivel, 2017; Michael & Conger, 2009).  
White affinity work finds particularly fertile ground for practitioners who work in and/or 
research educational settings (Michael & Conger, 2009). White affinity groups provide a space 
where White practitioners can play with and “sound out” ideas about how our biases and 
Whiteness impact our work and in turn, our students. They also provide an important space to 
support, critique, and guide each other through this process (Blitz & Kohl, 2012; Michael & 
Conger, 2009). Given the discomfort inherent to this work, being able to navigate the emotional 
terrain of self-critique with other White practitioners can extend participants’ abilities to be 
honest, self-reflexive, and vulnerable (European-American Collaborative Challenging 
Whiteness, 2002; Torrens, 2009). We gathered for this study in this spirit, to work together and 
support each other in our pursuit to name how Whiteness impacts our work differently, and how 
to shift these behaviors to an anti-racist stance.  
This all said, many scholars are quick to add that White affinity work is but one tool in a 
White practitioner’s toolbox, and does not serve as a replacement for all the work required to 
develop an anti-racist practice (European American Collaborative Challenging Whiteness, 2002; 
hooks, 1995; Raible & Irizarry, 2007). Learning from and centering voices of color is paramount 
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in this work; hooks (1995) notes that “it is concrete interaction between groups that is the 
proving ground, where our commitments to anti-racist behavior are tested and realized” (p. 105). 
Study Design 
 The following describes different aspects of the design of the study, including participant 
recruitment and methods we used to generate data. 
Participants 
Participants included myself as well as three other WME’s working in different cities 
throughout the United States. The specifications for the WME’s I chose were that they:  
1. Self-identify as White. 
2. Frequently teach and/or facilitate museum programs for any age or audience at 
least 2-3 times a week in one or more art museums. 
3. Work with collections/exhibitions that explicitly center topics related to race 
and/or racism.26 
4. Have indicated some prior interest in race, racism, and/or Whiteness and have 
accomplished some reflection or self-investigation towards this end.  
It was important to me to work with other WME’s who, like me, had done at least some 
reflexive self-work regarding their Whiteness and were committed to exploring their Whiteness 
in their practice in critical terms. This criterion ensured that we were starting at a certain place in 
our inquiry; rather than starting with defining some basic aspects of Whiteness and racism in 
museum teaching we could begin at more of a “201” level in our discussions and engage in a 
 
26 While any artwork by definition is racialized and supports a conversation about race and/or 
racism, I hoped that focusing our observations on discussions of artworks where race and/or 
racism were explicitly referred to in the work would elicit more specific and illuminating data to 
support our inquiry. 
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higher level of self-study and critique. Participants were recruited using a snowballing method 
(Patton, 1990) following one of my sessions at the 2018 National Art Education Association 
(NAEA) annual conference, in which I described my pilot research and intentions for further 
research. Several participants in that session expressed enthusiasm to either participate in my 
study themselves or had ideas for others I should contact. Each of the final participating WME’s 
for this study was either an attendee at that NAEA session, or comes directly recommended by 
one of them. 
Final sign off on the participants occurred after an initial phone call, wherein we 
discussed their interest in the study, how they came to museum education, general ideas about 
race, racism, and their own Whiteness as they relate to museum education, as well as an 
explanation of the requirements of participation in the study. A “successful” conversation 
indicated that the participant had at least done some reflection on their own Whiteness and 
abilities around discussing race, was conducting enough tours at the time that would have 
enabled them to have multiple opportunities to generate data that answers our research questions, 
and had the interest and capacity to fully engage with the multiple requirements of the study. 
Ethical Considerations 
Each WME selected a pseudonym for themselves. That being said, given that I name 
specific artworks, artists, or other identifying traits of the tours we gave, and the relative 
insularity of the field, it is possible that a specific museum and/or participant might be identified. 
Participants were all notified of this possibility, and agreed to the divulging of any identifying 
information that is included. All other identifying features, such as museums, towns, names of 
observers or any other named individuals, and exhibition names were assigned pseudonyms. 
Each participant was also advised when they signed up that we would be engaging in critical, 
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and oftentimes difficult self-reflexivity about our Whiteness. Each participant also understood 
that they could excuse themselves from participation at any time. 
See Table 1 for a breakdown of each participant with their pseudonym, type of museum, 
and region.  
Table 1.  
Participants’ Pseudonyms, Institution, and Location Types 





Major metropolitan city 
Elizabeth Contemporary art Rural town 
Claire Contemporary art Rural town 
June Contemporary art Major metropolitan city 
 
The following introductions to each participant include a description of our work at our 
museums during the time of data generation (as much as was possible to disclose without 
compromising confidentiality); a summary of our museum education training/background; and 
information regarding our gender, sexuality, disability, SES identities, and care-taking 
responsibilities. While these latter traits were not necessarily lenses through which we analyzed 
our work for this study, it serves to illustrate what we have in common besides our Whiteness, as 
well as how we might be different.  
Hannah 
I am a museum educator based in a major city. I initiated this study to help answer some 
long-standing questions I have about “the ways that White people’s Whiteness affected their 
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teaching about race/racism.”27 I work on a part time, contractual basis at several different art 
museums in my city. Pre-COVID-19 I was regularly teaching various museum programs several 
times a week, including regular K-12 field trips, monthly family programs, and a weekly teen 
program. One of my (pre-COVID-19) teaching gigs was as a Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) 
coach, where I mainly supported classroom teachers implementing VTS in their classrooms 
(VTS is a method for looking at art that I describe in the literature review). I have a M.A. in 
museum education, and have participated in a handful of unpaid internships to support my 
museum education training. While I currently live paycheck-to-paycheck owing to my 
vulnerable status as a museum worker, I would not say that I experience financial insecurity in 
any way; I have depended heavily on my upper class28 family’s wealth--both to support general 
living expenses, but also would likely not have chosen this career path if not for their financial 
support along the way. I am a millennial, cis-gender, able-bodied, straight woman. I did not have 
caretaking responsibilities at the time of the study. My pronouns are she/her/hers. 
June 
When the study began, June was a part time educator at her museum, as well as a handful 
of others in her city. In the middle of the study June was hired full time to manage school and 
family programs, and primarily works with teachers, teens, and K-12 audiences. June joined this 
study as a way “to process and move through the intense pain of this 
positionality/fragility/work/understanding [of her Whiteness],” in a community with a White 
affinity group, admittedly a new tool for her that had previously seemed “creepy.”  June 
 
27 Our rationales for joining the study are excerpted from our introductions in the digital sphere. 
 




describes her training as “primarily on the ground." She came to her current museum after 
having worked for nine years at several educational nonprofits, summer camps, toy stores, and 
briefly at a children’s museum. She is also heavily steeped in VTS, having participated in five 
VTS intensive trainings, and is also a certified VTS coach. June additionally looks to specific 
scholars that have informed her teaching as part of her training, including bell hooks and Paolo 
Freire. She describes her upbringing as “somewhere between a working-class and a middle-class 
family,” and now identifies as working-class. June is a millennial, cisgender woman, queer, and 
identifies as disabled. She was not a caretaker at time of study. Her pronouns are she/her/hers. 
Elizabeth 
Elizabeth works full time at her museum as an educator, and oversees K-12 partnership 
programs (involving curriculum development, training docents and tour guides, conducting 
classroom teacher professional development, and coordinating teen programs) as well as 
community engagement initiatives. She joined this study in order to investigate questions about 
her work, including: “How will I facilitate conversations around race and police brutality? How 
will I teach [the] (all White) gallery teachers (docents) [I supervise] to do so in a responsible 
way? What does it mean to hold these conversations in a community that is almost entirely 
White, and also primarily living below the poverty line?” Her museum education training began 
in college, where she worked as a student docent at the campus art museum. There she was 
trained in VTS and gave VTS tours. Elizabeth has a M.A. in arts in education, and notes that 
“while I took one course on museum learning that introduced me to many of the theoretical 
concepts in our field, most of the coursework explored the arts in a broader sense.” Her training 
also comes from internships and “on-the-ground experience,” particularly at her current museum. 
Elizabeth was raised in an upper-middle class family, whose support she credits as enabling her 
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“to have numerous unpaid internships in the field and graduate without student debt,” something 
she acknowledges as “of course an enormous advantage and privilege in museum work.” 
Elizabeth is a millennial, cisgender, able-bodied, straight woman. She was not a caretaker at the 
time of the study. Her pronouns are she/her/hers. 
Claire 
At the time of data generation Claire was working full time in an hourly, junior staff 
position at her museum where Elizabeth also works. She designed programs for various 
audiences and gave tours to all age groups. She joined this study “to further focus my work (and 
personal, since it's difficult to separate the two in our field!) mindset on being critical of 
institutions, understanding my privilege, and advocating for museum access.” Claire’s training 
started in college with a B.A. in art history and sociology, and she has completed two years’ 
worth of both paid and unpaid internships in museums. Claire identifies her time as a docent at 
her university's art museum for six semesters as the “most formative” aspect of her museum 
education training. She identifies her family’s class status as managerial/upper class, and notes 
that “I would not have chosen a career in nonprofit work had it not been for my family's financial 
support such as paying for my college education and lightening my financial load.” Claire is a 
millennial, cisgender, able-bodied, straight woman. She was not a caretaker at the time of the 
study. Her pronouns are she/her/hers.  
Data Generation 
The following details the methods that we utilized to generate data. Data generation 
began in July 2019 and ended January 2021, and involved several processes:  
• The formation of a “digital sphere” in the form of a Google Group for participants to 
interact with each other;  
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• Observations of participants’ museum teaching by each other or trusted colleagues 
followed by reflective verbal conversations with between observer and observee;  
• Written reflections by each participant based on those conversations, shared in the digital 
sphere and pursuant discussions among study participants responding to each written 
reflection; 
• One-on-one conversations between participants and myself; 
• One focus group conversation including every participant; 
• My researcher journal.  
I will elaborate on each in turn.  
Formation of Digital Sphere 
Following Kemmis et al.’s (2014) suggested plan for PAR, the first task for our 
practitioner inquiry group was to establish a space in which to start our work. They refer to this 
space as a “public sphere,” a literal gathering space that supports CPAR’s emphasis on the 
“social process of collaborative learning for the sake of individual and collective self-formation” 
(p. 20). This involves engagement in “communicative action,” or the activities involved “when 
we engage one another in genuine, open dialogue or (better) conversation” (Kemmis et al., 2014, 
p. 35). Kemmis et al. (2014) allow that the extent to which a public sphere is truly public may be 
a question, but that they should involve stakeholders who are “most obviously interested in and 
affected by decisions,” as well as those involved or impacted by whatever decisions are made 
within the group (p. 41). For us then, a truly public sphere might have invited all White museum 
educators, and might also have included the audiences we work with as part of design. Since our 
public sphere lacked these qualities, and occurred online to accommodate our being spread out 
across the country, I will refer to it as our digital sphere.  
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I decided to use Google Groups as the setting for our digital sphere, as the interface is 
relatively user friendly. Anyone could write a post, and anyone was able to respond to that post. 
This is in line with Kemmis et al’s (2014) recommendation that a sphere should encourage 
communicative freedom, meaning that any participant can choose which role they take on (e.g., 
speaker, listener, observer), and also free to withdraw at any time. A post and responses to it 
formed a thread. Reflective work in the digital sphere happened all in writing. Figure 2 shows 
what the Google Group interface looked like and includes labels for terms.  
Figure 2.  
Google Group Interface for Digital Sphere 
 
We began our work in July 2019 by introducing ourselves to each other, including our 
reasons for joining the study, our roles at our museums, and any summer plans. I also suggested 
some group/meeting guidelines and expectations for how we would engage with each other in 
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this space. I proposed looking to Museums as Sites for Social Action’s (MASS Action) meeting 
guidelines (n.d.), as well as Singleton and Linton’s (2006) guidelines from their text Courageous 
Conversations About Race: A Field Guide for Achieving Equity in Schools. These guidelines 
include embracing discomfort, protecting each other’s confidentiality, and being aware of how 
much space we are taking up (e.g., if you are someone who likes to engage a lot, perhaps take 
some time to listen more, and conversely if you like to listen perhaps consider this as an 
opportunity to speak up more) (see Appendix A for a complete list of our guidelines). As per my 
suggestion everyone agreed by responding to my initial post in the thread with their initials. 
Next, we agreed to our research questions. I initiated this thread by sharing our big, 
umbrella question: “How does Whiteness manifest in art museum teaching for four White 
museum educators?” and proposed possible sub questions based on our reasons for joining the 
study. For example, many of us expressed curiosity about navigating Whiteness in our teaching 
in response to working with certain demographics, so I suggested the question, “How does 
Whiteness manifest in different choices we make for different demographic groups?” Others also 
spoke to the benefit of doing this work as a community, prompting me to suggest the question, 
“What can an inquiry group discussing these issues tell us about mitigating Whiteness in 
practice?” I offered these as suggestions, asking participants to respond to my post with any 
suggestions of their own. Claire wrote back suggesting a question related to impact on students, 
which was also added. 
We then turned to some resources to help ground ourselves in vocabulary and definitions 
for Whiteness, and to explicitly name our critical orientation towards discussing our Whiteness 
in teaching. I first solicited from the group any recommendations they may have had; no one 
responded, so I offered three options for us to start with: 
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1. A video called “Deconstructing Whiteness” (2016) created by Trinity Church 
Wall Street,29 which includes interviews from several scholars of color, including 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, J. Kameron Carter, and Kelly Brown Douglas. 
2. An episode called “Turning the Lens” (Biewen, 2017) from the podcast series 
Seeing White, which introduces the idea and value of naming and defining 
Whiteness. This episode features an interview with researcher, journalist, and 
artist Chenjerai Kumanyika. 
3. A video called “What is Whiteness Studies? Richard Dyer and the Study of Being 
White, Pt 2,” (Glassco, 2018) which introduces CWS, in order to introduce us to 
the idea that the work we are doing exists in an academic context, and that there 
are people whose work it is to expose and problematize attributes of Whiteness--
as was ours.  
While I introduced more traditional academic texts later on in our inquiry, I wanted to 
start with relatively more accessible resources, like podcasts and videos as a way to ease 
ourselves in. I sent these resources along with an ask for participants to listen to at least one of 
the resources and respond to it. I suggested that we respond with any questions these resources 
elicit, elements that stick out or might be new for us, any criticisms, and/or ways these resources 
may be helping us to see new ways how Whiteness could impact our teaching. These resources 
 
29 It was not my intention to find a religious source; I do feel like this video does a particularly 
good job centering multiple voices of color and their critiques of Whiteness in an accessible way. 
However I did include a note when I first sent these resources to the digital sphere: “please note: 
it's produced by Trinity Church and there's a small part starting at 4:45 that addresses 
Christianity's role in dismantling White supremacy; while I think it's really interesting, it's not 




and responses to them generated a robust response thread (11 individual posts) in the digital 
sphere. 
These initial threads (introductions, community agreements, generating research 
questions, and responses to resources on Whiteness) addressed Kemmis et al.’s (2014) first two 
steps in their PAR action plan listed above: 1) Closely examine our practices, our understandings 
and the conditions under which we practice, and 2) Ask critical questions about our practices and 
their consequences. While we came back to these first two steps throughout data generation, they 
fall under what Kemmis et al. (2014) describe as the “reconnaissance phase” of CPAR, or the 
gathering of information and developing a shared language for describing the problem of 
Whiteness in our teaching. 
The next phase was the planning phase, which involved communicating with participants 
to decide on the particulars around how we would address our research questions (Kemmis et al., 
2014). I had pre-established during our initial phone calls that we would have someone observe 
our teaching at least once and reflect with us as the basis of our reflective work and data 
generation. However, how this would look was left for us to decide together. This meant 
agreeing to an observation guide (Appendix B) that the person who would be observing us teach 
would use to guide their observation. We also agreed to a reflection guide (Appendix C) to 
structure the conversations we would have with our observer following these observations. I 
proposed both, which I created based on ideas from the literature on CRT and CWS in 
educational settings, my pilot study data (Heller, 2017), and our conversations in the digital 
sphere to date. The observation protocol was designed to focus observations on our educator 
behaviors, observable decision making, interactions with students, and the observers’ 
interpretations of these actions that spoke to our research questions. Specifically, our observation 
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protocol listed aspects of Whiteness that we were looking for and trying to avoid in our teaching, 
which surfaced in turn a need for a contrasting list of aspects of anti-racist teaching. For 
example, the guide instructs observers to look for “Avoid[ance of] discomfort in teaching” 
evidenced by “Choosing more comfortable lines of inquiry; shortchanging more difficult but 
important conversations.” Conversely, the guide also instructed observers to look for antidotes to 
this, including “Leans into productive, critical conversations about race/racism,” through object 
selection, inquiry choices, and/or use of counternarrative. The reflection guide included 
questions for both the participant being observed as well as the observer about aspects of the 
teaching that spoke to 1) any of the aspects of anti-racist and/or qualities of Whiteness included 
on the observation guide, as well as 2) our research questions.  
I asked participants to weigh in on these guides before we started using them, asking if 
anyone thought something was missing, and whether they felt the guides were user friendly 
enough. This elicited some generative questions; Claire asked about examples for one of the 
elements of anti-racist teaching, “Model[ing] critique of White supremacy, and ways to shift 
from a guilt mentality to ownership of action (for White students).” I recommended some articles 
and book chapters30 that I feel speak to this challenge, but also suggested that, for me, this is 
probably one of the harder aspects of anti-racist teaching, especially in a single program museum 
teaching context. Elizabeth also responded asking whether our observers should be including 
verbatim student responses in response to our comments, in order to help paint a more complete 
 
30 Kenyon, E. A. (2018). Immersed in the struggle: confronting whiteness in a sea of whiteness. 
Whiteness and Education, 3(1), 15–31; Leonardo, Z. (2009). Race, whiteness, and education. 
Routledge (Chapter 7: The Myth of White Ignorance); Matias, C. E. (2016). Feeling White: 
Whiteness, Emotionality, and Education. Springer (Chapter 10: “WHO YOU CALLIN’ 
WHITE?!” A Critical Counterstory on Coloring White Identity); and Tanner, S. J. (2018). 
Saying One Thing and Doing Another: Whiteness and Education in the Neoliberal Era. Journal 
of Curriculum Theorizing, 32(3). 
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picture of these critical moments that might help us clarify what these qualities of Whiteness 
and/or anti-racist teaching look like in a museum teaching context. That was my intention for the 
guides, and I was happy for the opportunity to elaborate on the idea that each of us will “read” 
these moments differently, but the better idea we have for the specific context of each moment 
the better we can understand and begin to analyze them. Table 2 delineates each of our 
“planning” and reconnaissance threads that contributed to the formation of our digital sphere via 
Google Groups, and the level of participation for each. 
Table 2 
Planning Thread Breakdown 
Subject of Post Author of 
Original Post 
Participants who 
responded (# of times 
they posted in thread) 
Total number of 
posts in thread  












Research Questions Hannah June (1) 
Hannah (3) 
5 
Soliciting resources Hannah None 1 
















Once we agreed to the observation and reflection guides, it was time to start the next step 
of CPAR, which is to “take action to transform our practices, our understandings of our 
practices, and the conditions under which we practice” (Kemmis et al., 2014). The following 
methods addressed this step, including the observation of our teaching, reflective conversations, 
reflective writing in the digital sphere, one-on-one conversations, and our focus group 
conversation. 
Observations of Teaching Followed by Reflections in Pairs 
Each WME selected a trusted colleague to observe them teaching a museum program at 
least once. Elizabeth, Claire, and June were observed once. I was observed twice. Because 
Elizabeth and Claire work closely together, they observed each other. June chose someone she 
also works with closely, and I chose two different colleagues for my two observations. While I 
was open to WME’s teaching any type of museum program, it happened that each participant 
chose to be observed teaching a single, field trip style program with a school group (typically 
around 60 minutes in length, looking in depth at 3-5 artworks). Age groups on these tours ranged 
in age from 2nd grade to adults. While each group was a school group, one group consisted of 
students who had aged out of traditional high school settings.  
These observations were interventions on our teaching designed to help us generate 
evidence and prompt reflection in order to address our research questions about impacts of our 
Whiteness on our teaching. They also satisfied Step #4 of Kemmis et al.’s (2014) CPAR process: 
Take action to transform our practices, our understandings of our practices, and the conditions 
under which we practice. The authors stress that CPAR is meant to investigate, and in turn 
actually change, “the real, material, concrete, particular practices of particular people in 
particular places” (p. 20). Described as a “practice-changing practice” (Kemmis, 2009), CPAR 
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researchers understand that their practice is linked to specific circumstances, and studying them, 
such as through observations, allows us to “become alert to clues about how it may be possible to 
transform the practices [we] are producing and reproducing through [our] current ways of 
working” (p. 21). The tours were not audio or video recorded, but the observer was encouraged 
to take detailed notes as per the observation protocol.  
Directly following each observation, the participant and person who observed them teach 
met in person to verbally reflect on the tour, guided by the reflection protocol (Appendix C). 
Questions in the protocol were open ended, and designed to help WME’s and observers link their 
reflections on the teaching to aspects of Whiteness and/or anti-racist teaching that might have 
surfaced during the program. The intention of these conversations is to enable the type of 
communicative action that Kemmis and McTaggart (2000, 2005) describe when people interrupt 
what they are doing to ask “What is happening here?” By reflecting on our teaching practices “in 
a concrete and specific way,” they become “accessible for reflection, discussion and 
reconstruction as products of past circumstances that are capable of being modified in and for 
present and future circumstances” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 21). This often means, “clarifying 
what you and others around you might be thinking, and beginning to see how many of the things 
we do are conditioned by habit, custom and tradition”--for us this meant specifically defining 
where Whiteness may be informing our individual and/or collective conditioning and 
orientations to gallery teaching (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 87). These reflective conversations 
served as additional interventions on our practice to prompt further reflection and action. 
 Following these conversations, participants wrote reflections based on these verbal 
conversations that they then shared in the digital sphere.  
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Reflective Writing Conversations in the Digital Sphere 
Kemmis et al. (2014) recommends taking time to share your reflections with your co-
participants, as these will “stimulate yours, pose new questions, and suggest new lines of 
inquiry” (p. 110). To achieve this, following these reflective conversations with their observer, 
each participant wrote a post to the digital sphere conveying their takeaways from these 
conversations. These writings focused on noteworthy “critical moments” (Byrne-Armstrong et 
al., 2001) that occurred during our teaching and/or these reflective conversations, including 
difficult or challenging moments and other “aha” learning moments. 
Before we formally began to share these written reflections, I posted an example as to 
what these writings might look like based on a critical moment from a prior tour I had given that 
was still on my mind. I did this in order to model the vulnerability this practice requires, and 
hopefully subvert any feelings of exposure and vulnerability on the part of the other participants 
(Hayman et al., 2012). In general, I also tried to maintain a supportive environment in the digital 
sphere by responding as soon as possible to participants’ entries with an engaged, nonjudgmental 
response (Dillon, 2010). While Dillon (2010) notes that digital submissions allow participants to 
edit their ideas retroactively, the benefits were that participants were able to submit their writing 
at the time that was most convenient to them. In this stage, data generation in the digital sphere 
consisted of our reflective writings both in response to our teaching, following the observation 
and conversation with our observer, and dialogue in response to each other’s writing.  
At this point (February 2020) everyone had submitted their reflection on their teaching 
following the observation and we had generated good discussion in the digital sphere. It began to 
feel as if we reached a natural place to pause and take stock of our work until that point. I wrote a 
134 
 
post to the group expressing that it felt like a good time to check in, see what people thought 
about next steps, and reflect on some lingering questions I had, specifically: 
1. What are the most compelling points/ideas that have come up for us so far? (This 
would also serve as a form of data co-analysis.) 
2. What is the role of unsolicited advice in this forum?  
3. Would it be okay if I followed up with everyone individually to schedule phone 
calls to follow up on specific aspects of our writing? 
4. Sharing some of the anxiety I had been feeling in the lag time between submitting 
a written reflection and waiting for a response from the group.  
In total, we submitted six posts about our teaching (three by me and one from each of the 
other three participants, plus the final, “check in” post by me that marked the formal end of our 
data generation within the digital sphere. Table 3 breaks down each of our threads, who initiated 
the thread, and number of posts within each thread. 
Table 3  
Breakdown of Reflective Writing Posts 
Subject of Post Author of Original 
Post 
Participants who 
responded (# of 
times they posted in 
thread) 
Total number of 




Data - next steps [this 
post included my 
reflection on a tour 
that was not 
observed] 
Hannah Elizabeth (1) 
Hannah (1) 
3 
My first observation Hannah None 1 











Observed - My 
Reflection 
Claire Hannah (1) 2 
Observation June Hannah (1) 2 
What’s next/ 
Checking in 




   Total: 21 
 
One-on-One Conversations 
Following data generation through reflective writing, I still had some more specific 
questions about different aspects of individual participants’ reflective writing posted in the 
digital sphere. In order to follow up with these I scheduled one-on-one conversations via Zoom 
between myself and each of the other participants. These occurred just as we were completing 
our written reflections in March 2020; the last post in the digital sphere is dated Mar 11, 2020 
and I had my first one-on-one conversation March 9, and the others happened within the next 
week. Each conversation lasted between 45-60 minutes. 
For each conversation I came up with some specific questions I wanted to explore, but 
also allowed for room to follow up on different ideas brought up by participants (Brinkmann & 
Kvale, 2015, p. 150). By this point we all knew each other well and had developed a rapport, 
which facilitated Ortlipp’s (2008) advice for “maintaining a certain degree of personal presence” 
when attempting “non-hierarchical” interviews, as well as the inclusion, when appropriate, of my 
own personal opinions and experiences (p. 704). Because of this these interviews functioned 
much more like conversations and generated data both about mine as well as the other 
participant’s ideas about Whiteness in our teaching.  
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All conversations were recorded and transcribed, and all transcriptions and audio files 
were saved to a password protected file on my personal computer.  
Group Conversation  
To close our data generation, we all participated in a verbal focus group conversation via 
Zoom to discuss three different pre-identified themes that I felt needed more exploration, and 
would be served by us discussing them together. By this point we had spent so much digital time 
together that gathering one last time “in person” felt not only like an appropriate way to close our 
data generation, but also a nice opportunity to connect in what by then (January 2021) had 
become a highly digitized and isolated landscape due to COVID-19. The literature identifies 
focus groups as inherently participatory and transformative methods in PAR, where ideas may be 
shared and reactions observed in real time, and most importantly, where participants engage in 
data analysis alongside the researcher (Chiu, 2003; Kumer & Urbanc, 2020). While the 
camaraderie that focus groups are often responsible for engendering had already been established 
for us, this final conversation served as an important extension of the digital sphere offered by 
the Google Group format (Kemmis et al., 2014).  
This group conversation occurred almost a full year following our one-on-one 
conversations (completed March 2020). Part of the explanation for this is that the questions that I 
wanted to discuss as a group occurred to me following a lengthy period of data analysis. I was 
specifically interested in exploring in more depth three themes that had come up as part of my 
analysis of the data at that point. First, I was curious to hear more about what we meant when we 
talked about “our training” as museum educators; I noticed in the data that we kept referring to 
our training as a monolithic idea, but I suspected that there were variations in this training for 
each of us that needed to be teased out. I was also curious to hear more about our collective ideas 
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about a pattern of anti-Blackness in the data that we had not discussed in the digital sphere, and 
which I had only noticed when analyzing all the data together. Finally, I was curious what 
specific lasting impacts participating in the study may have had on the participants’ teaching. 
Taken together, our reflective writing in the digital sphere, one-on-one conversations 
between me and individual participants, and our focus group conversation enabled us to address 
Kemmis et al’s (2014) final steps in the CPAR cycle, including: Take action to transform our 
practices, our understandings of our practices, and the conditions under which we practice, and  
document and monitor what happens.  
See Table 4 for a detailed timeline of the data generation methods. 
Table 4 
Data Generation Timeline 
PAR Step (as per Kemmis 
et al., 2014) 
Time frame Method Estimated time 
commitment per 
participant 
1. Closely examine our 
practices, our 
understandings and the 
conditions under which we 
practice. 
 
2. Ask critical questions 




Formation of digital 
sphere: introductions, 




3. Engage in 
communicative action with 
others to reach unforced 
consensus about what to 
do. 
November 2019 Forming our observation 
and reflection protocols 
1 hour 
3. Engage in 
communicative action with 
others to reach unforced 
consensus about what to 
Dec 2019-Feb 
2020 
1-2 Observations of 
teaching followed by 
reflective conversations 
with observer 





4. Take action to transform 
our practices, our 
understandings of our 
practices, and the 
conditions under which we 
practice. 
4. Take action to transform 
our practices, our 
understandings of our 
practices, and the 
conditions under which we 
practice. 
 




Ongoing reflective writing 
in the digital sphere 
responding to reflections 
on our teaching, as well as 
responses to others 
Range from 2-6 
hours 
4. Take action to transform 
our practices, our 
understandings of our 
practices, and the 
conditions under which we 
practice. 
 
5. Document and monitor 
what happens 
March 2020 1 One-on-one 
conversation between 
myself and each 
participant 
1 hour 
4. Take action to transform 
our practices, our 
understandings of our 
practices, and the 
conditions under which we 
practice. 
 
5. Document and monitor 
what happens 
January 2021 1 Group conversation with 
all participants 
1 hour 
  Total: 9-17 hours31 
 
 
31 The wide range most likely can be attributed to including my own involvement as a 
participant-researcher, which entailed an increased responsibility around responding to 




Finally, one last aspect of data generation included my own private researcher journal. 
Altricher et al. (2000) in their guide for teachers doing action research in their classrooms 
advocate for using a researcher diary or journal to record their own ongoing thoughts throughout 
data collection and analysis. When used to interrogate one’s own prejudices and other 
subjectivities a researcher might be bringing to the study, it can also be used as a helpful check 
against researcher bias, the mitigation of which Denzin (1994) refers to as “the interpretive 
crisis” (p. 501). Ortlipp (2008) notes that rather than completely eliminate any researcher bias, a 
researcher journal can perhaps not only begin to minimize it, but also engage “with the notion of 
creating transparency in the research process” by acknowledging any known biases or 
assumptions (p. 695). I take McDowell’s (1992) words literally when she writes that, “we must 
recognize and take account of our own position, as well as that of our research participants, and 
write this into our research practice” (p. 409). 
That said, while I maintained a researcher journal through the course of data generation, 
my writing in the digital sphere eventually became my main arena for documenting my ongoing 
reflexive thoughts both as a researcher and participant. It occurred to me that any questions I was 
having as a White, privileged person doing this work might occur to the other participants as 
well. For example, I initially wrote what I came to call “my researcher existential crisis” in my 
researcher journal, but it occurred to me that the other participants not only might identify with 
my concerns around the extent to which we are centering Whiteness in our work even as we 
critique it, but that they might also have some insights for me as I navigate this question. My 
writing to the digital sphere became a helpful place for me to externally process many of my 
reflexive questions for the group, such as anxiety I was feeling as researcher-participant-
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educator, as well as questions I had about how other participants were reacting to aspects of the 
design. I believe this reflects Kemmis et al.’s (2014) proposition that CPAR necessarily involves 
an acknowledgment of subjectivity on the part of all participants, such that this type of 
reflexivity becomes built into each step of the PAR design. I also think it might reflect PAR and 
teacher inquiry’s collapsing of roles of researcher/participant, practitioner/learner. While of 
course as the primary researcher I have to address the influence of my positionality more 
explicitly (expressed below), I also think I was able to do some of this as part of my participation 
in the digital sphere. 
My Positionality 
As stated, the findings and analyses produced by this study have been co-generated, and 
filtered through me, the primary researcher. Not only do I bring a specific personal perspective, 
but this perspective is also complicated by my participation as a participant, researcher, and 
facilitator. Naming the different ways these perspectives have impacted my interpretation of the 
data is always important to define, and even more so in this case given both the study design and 
content matter. I will discuss my positionality as a researcher-participant in a PAR/practitioner 
inquiry context, and then move to a discussion regarding my positionality as a White researcher 
researching my own Whiteness.  
Researcher/Participant, Insider/Outsider 
Cammarota & Fine (2008) describe the researcher in PAR not as “a lone investigator” but 
rather as “individuals in a collective” (p. 5). In line with the goals of PAR as well as teacher 
inquiry, I participated as a researcher-participant, participating in the same data generation 
methods as the other participants, with the same explicit goal of collectively examining my 
Whiteness and its implications for not only my own practice but for the field as a whole.  
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That said, in the context of AR, and especially PAR and teacher inquiry, researcher-
participant is not a straightforward designation, and these traditions offer many different ways to 
consider the positionality of the principal investigator. I have found it particularly helpful to seek 
out guidance from action research scholars who specifically write about doing AR in the context 
of dissertation work; perhaps more than other AR projects, dissertation work complicates notions 
of “ownership” of the research (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). As 
stated above, while AR demands that all participants have a say in determining the goal of the 
work and design of the study, final analysis and documentation of the work in the form of the 
dissertation limit the extent to which the project may be considered truly participatory. 
When considering researcher positionality, AR and PAR are primarily concerned with 
defining the dynamics between “outsiders” and “insiders” to the site being studied (e.g., the 
school, the classroom, the organization). Herr & Anderson (2005) note that traditionally, AR 
projects are conducted by an outside researcher brought in to a setting to study and/or evaluate a 
specific problem; however, with the increase of insider professionals interested in self-study, 
and/or doctoral students who are also practitioners, defining outside and inside status and 
implications therein becomes more pronounced. Insider and outsider-ness may be best defined 
by how close the primary researcher feels to the participants, but Herr & Anderson (2005) allow 
that insider and outsider-ness can be complicated to define, and may not be mutually exclusive. 
For my part, as a White woman and museum educator I exist very much inside the same racial, 
gendered, and professional context of my participants; however, as an academic and responsible 
for the final product of this research I exist outside of them. Further, as this study involves self-
study of teaching in multiple settings, I can consider myself an insider to my own museum 
settings, but decidedly an outsider to the settings where the other participants work. While I 
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believe these complications strengthened the study design, they also complicate how I see my 
position as a researcher-participant. 
On one hand, I see myself functioning as an insider museum educator in collaboration 
with other insider museum educators, as per Herr & Anderson’s (2005) continuum of 
positionality; we are all White museum educators, insiders to the field, gathered as an inquiry 
group to study a problem in a field in which we are all more or less equally familiar with (p. 31). 
However, this positioning does not acknowledge my inherent outsider-ness as the academic who 
initially gathered this group and who does “own” this research at the end of the day, and the 
inherent power dynamics therein. As Herr and Anderson (2005) note, positionality is not just a 
question of inside/outside, but also “one's position of power vis-à-vis other stakeholders” (p. 41). 
As the very clear facilitator of the group, and perceived expert on Whiteness within the group, 
my positionality as outsider-researcher-participant working in close collaboration with insider-
research-participants required me to think intentionally about how to democratize our process as 
much as possible. If PAR is meant to de-hierarchize traditional power structures in research, and 
teacher inquiry is meant to democratize notions of knowledge construction, I had to be very 
careful about how I facilitated and pushed our group forward; how I made myself vulnerable as a 
co-researcher-participant; and what knowledge I held up as helpful for us (and which I did not). 
As much as possible I was transparent with the other participants about the motivations behind 
any decisions and actions, and when I was not certain about the best course of action, I consulted 
with them. For example, I was becoming concerned that our reflections were prompting a certain 
type of feedback in the form of unsolicited advice, and was worried how people would react to 
this feedback. So, I asked the group how we felt about it. The findings will go into more detail 
about where I was more and less successful in these regards. 
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My Whiteness  
McIntyre (1997) in her study of White pre-service teachers and their constructions of 
Whiteness describes the various ways that “the numbing effect of group [racial] homogeneity 
and similar life experiences, and the complexities of the participant--researcher role… converged 
at times to silence [her] activism and center [her] complicity” with Whiteness (p 33). While 
McIntyre and I were not in the very same shoes in that I recruited WME’s because of their 
openness to critique and critical minds, whereas McIntyre’s participants were more resistant, the 
point stands that I needed to be conscious about ways in which I either was subverting or 
conversely, contributing to a centering of Whiteness in our research. McIntyre (1997) notes the 
difficulties that can lie therein, reflecting on her role as a participant, but frequently also as a 
facilitator who needed to step in if she noticed problematic language or reliance on subconscious 
biases on the part of the participants, a push and pull she describes as “the politics of engagement 
and the politics of critique” (p. 30). While she was working with largely younger, pre-service 
students, and thus a clearer divide in positionality, I kept her words of warning in my mind and 
own that dialectic between engagement and critique as part of the ever-present challenge of this 
work. To that end I tried to create a context in which we all felt able to call each other out/in with 
the shared goal of naming and undermining Whiteness not just in our teaching but in our 
thinking and approach to critiquing Whiteness.  
However, Ellsworth (1997) notes several “double binds” that Whiteness scholarship 
poses given that academic scholarship itself “is governed by rules that… produce and insure its 
own particular performances of double binds of whiteness” (p. 263). She argues that too often 
academic treatments of Whiteness “are preoccupied with definition and analysis,” (p. 263) and 
forget that Whiteness is “always more than one thing, and it’s never the same thing twice” (p. 
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266). In an effort to embrace an honest, complicated, layered account of how Whiteness 
manifested in our experiences in the digital sphere I relied heavily on the design of the 
participatory nature of the study and the empowerment of the participant that comes with PAR 
and teacher inquiry that aim to disrupt traditional ivory tower notions of knowledge production. 
By telling my own problematic stories about my teaching alongside my participants, I hoped to 
disrupt some of these double binds that come from centering Whiteness so that it can be 
critiqued, and attempt to model the scholarly vulnerability required to do this work (Green, 
2003).  
That said, it would be naive of me to suggest that there were never moments where I/we 
was/were completely unaware of my/our centering Whiteness. In this I relied on the other 
participants and the tenets of communicative action to ensure we were approaching the study 
with as much criticality as we could within the context of a White affinity working group. 
However, I echo Green (2003) who suggests that even as we write our accounts of Whiteness, I 
too am “searching… for ways to create a scholarly piece that doesn’t reenact racist and classist 
ideologies through its very form” (p. 279).  
Limitations 
This study was limited in several ways. First, considering my positionality as a White 
person, I acknowledge my limited ability to identify instances of racist or White supremacist 
behaviors that may be demonstrated throughout the study. To combat this, we grounded our 
inquiry in the digital sphere on sources by scholars of color, and I look closely to CRT and CWS 
literature as lenses for analyzing our data. That all said I acknowledge outright my limited 
capacity to fully appreciate or evaluate the impact of racism in this context.  
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Further, the participant pool offers several limitations. I chose to do a deep analysis with 
four participants including myself, which limits the findings to our perspectives and experiences 
and the specific contexts in which we work. For example, we each work in contemporary art 
museums, limiting our data to a specific category of art and institution type. Additionally, the 
participants in this study have self-selected to participate, indicating a certain ability or readiness 
to do this work; in this regard we may not represent a typical group of WME’s, and our 
responses and interpretations of events likely reflect this. Also limiting the study are the various 
aspects of our identities that we have in common, in addition to our Whiteness, contributing to an 
overrepresentation of highly educated, cisgender, millennial women. Further, three out of the 
four of us come from high income backgrounds, which we each attribute to our ability to 
participate in the field. Linked to this, none of the four participants are caretakers, again 
contributing to a sameness, and inherent limitedness in the scope of our perspectives. While 
(unfortunately) our demographic tends to represent the majority of museum educators in the field 
(Kletchka, 2021), this study would have been more representative of the diversity contained 
within the White museum educator experience if it included WME’s with more varied 
backgrounds. 
In terms of study design, we were also limited in our abilities to communicate with each 
other, given our reliance on written reflective data to the Google Group for the bulk of data 
generation. Each participant was only observed once (except myself who was observed twice) 
and only by one other person; if we had included more tour observations and/or were observed 
by more and/or different people, we would have generated more data that might have impacted 
the findings. Similarly, our inquiry in the digital sphere was limited by time; if we had been able 




While I have engaged with traditional methods of ensuring validity in qualitative 
research, in this study I have also found it helpful to engage with alternative conceptions of 
validity and trustworthiness in the context of practitioner inquiry specifically. For example, 
Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) offer several guidelines for practitioners engaging in “self-study” 
for ensuring quality, but in the end suggest that “self-study invites the reader into the research 
process by asking that interpretations be checked, that themes be critically scrutinized, and that 
the ‘so what’ question be vigorously pressed” (p. 20). While the “burden of proof” falls to the 
producer of self-study (the researcher), ultimately, the authors claim that “the aim of self-study 
research is to provoke, challenge, and illuminate rather than confirm and settle” (p. 20). As such 
guidelines for validity in this realm are suggestive, rather than definitive. The following 
describes different ways I have addressed validity for this study:  
• Communicative action in the “public” sphere (Habermas, 1996; Kemmis et al., 2014): If 
they are working as they should, participation in public spheres should encourage 
participants to engage with each other and each other’s ideas in ways that “achieve 
validity and legitimacy in the hearts and minds of participants and those ultimately 
involved and affected” (p. 36).  
• Observations of and reflections on teaching were carried out by colleagues we trust (not 
only by myself), and guided by protocols rooted in CRT and CWS literature. 
• Actions that came out of this project (ongoing reflexive work, presentations in 
conferences and a published book chapter): Anderson et al. (2007) describe this as 
“outcome validity,” or “the extent to which actions occur… lead to a resolution of the 
problem or a deeper understanding of the problem and how to go about resolving it in the 
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future” (p. 40). While interventions on our teaching may be ongoing, our public work has 
resonated with the field and seems to corroborate some of our findings.  
• Triangulation of different sources of data (written reflections, one-on-one interviews, 
focus group conversation) lend validity to our findings (Anderson et al., 2007). 
• Each participant signed off on findings reflected in their narratives (see Chapter 4), 
ensuring my interpretation of the data reflected their experiences. 
• Dialogic validity refers to the extent to which I have created conditions for this work to 
be peer reviewed by critical friends or mentors who can help point out where my biases 
might “have a distorting effect on outcomes” (Anderson et al., 2007, p. 43). To address 
this, I have worked closely with my advisor, and have tested some of these ideas in 
conversations with other museum education practitioners. 
Data Analysis  
As per PAR and teacher inquiry, I treated data analysis as an ongoing, iterative process 
achieved in collaboration with participants as much as was possible given my ownership of the 
final product (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Herr & Anderson, 2014; Van der Meulen, 2011). The 
following describes my analysis processes, and the extent to which participants were involved. 
While analysis of the data began as soon as we started generating it (Merriam, 1998; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994), towards the end of data generation (following each of our 
observation reflections) I posted in the digital sphere to ask participants what issues, ideas, 
and/or questions have been most “compelling” for everyone thus far (Smylie et al., 2009; Van 
der Meulen, 2011). This helped direct my ideas about what directions to pursue, and underline 
any thoughts I had already suspected were significant. For example, Claire suggested that the 
question of balance between student-centeredness and contextual information was compelling for 
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her, which was something I also gauged would be significant. But June also responded reflecting 
about the fear and anxiety she felt drafting her original post on her teaching, which I was not 
expecting and prompted me to consider more deeply the emotions attendant to this process. 
Then I began to analyze all of our buckets of data, including written responses generated 
during our “reconnaissance” phase in the digital sphere, our written reflections about our 
teaching (and all responses to these), participants’ ideas about what issues were most compelling 
for them, transcripts of our one-on-one conversations, the transcript of our focus group 
conversation, and my researcher journal writing. When I found a theme or idea that I felt spoke 
to one of the research questions I created a code for it, a process referred to as open coding 
(Strauss & Corbin, 2007). These initial codes were all documented using a software called 
Dedoose. This resulted in a long list of open codes; I then collapsed codes that were closely 
related into clusters, serving as thematic categories (Efron & Ravid, 2013). This process enabled 
me to engage in comparative analysis, comparing and contrasting similar themes and concepts 
from multiple sources of data and across participants. I initially attempted to convey findings 
through these thematic codes alone, but found that the specificity of individual participants’ 
reflective accounts made it difficult to fully convey the totality and richness of each moment 
without the full context of the individual’s layered account. It felt like I was squeezing our 
“round” experiences into square shaped pegs (the codes). For example, a moment from our 
reflective writing may indicate “discomfort” (one code) but it may also demonstrate an aspect of 
our “relationship with teachers” (another code), and even speak additionally to our “training” 
(yet another code). Categorizing our data by themes alone became insufficient. 
So, I engaged in a process of re-coding by participant and created narratives for each of 
us that more fully reflected our ideas about Whiteness and ways it might impact our teaching. 
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This second round of analysis resulted in different codes for each participant, based on that 
participant’s specific experiences. For example, in the first round of coding I had created a 
thematic code that indicated “relationship with classroom teacher” that applied to each of us in 
different ways. This second round of analysis specified that code to reflect the different natures 
of these relationships specific to each of our experiences (e.g., “teacher pet” for one participant 
and “judgement from teacher” for another). Organizing the narratives based on thematic codes 
that were more specific to each participant helped produce more fleshed out accounts of our 
experiences, contributing to a thicker and holistic sense of the data. These narratives were sent to 
each participant for their sign off; in each case participants made small changes and elaborations 
that again helped enrich the narrative overall.  
Then I was able to do comparative analysis of our narratives (Strauss & Corbin, 2008), 
which enabled me to see patterns in our perceptions of Whiteness and impacts on our teaching. 
For example, only after examining our narratives alongside each other I noticed a pattern that 
most of our instances of avoidance in teaching was in reference to artworks that treated 
Blackness. This led me, unexpectedly, to literature on anti-Blackness and analysis of our data 
specifically regarding instances where we might be engaging in anti-Blackness ourselves. Noting 
how frequently Elizabeth and Claire made references to White privilege similarly led me to 
consider literature on privilege pedagogies more fully. These analytical links between our 
narratives and the literature helped me consider the findings in new ways, and served to ground 




In this chapter I have discussed the methodologies framing this study. I will now turn to 
our findings, beginning with narratives for each participant that relate our reflections about our 






CHAPTER 4: White Museum Educator’s Narratives 
 
This chapter includes four narratives representing each of the four WME’s responses and 
reflections that answer our first two research questions:  
• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift and change depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
It will end with some brief additional findings that did not pertain to these questions, nor the 
third or fourth ones, but which are elaborated on in the analysis section direction following this 
chapter. 
The narratives pull from our reflective writing in the digital sphere, as well as transcripts 
of one-on-one conversations I initiated with each participant, as well as our focus group 
conversation. In order to balance preserving our original voices, both in text as well as verbally, 
and also ensure readability, I made a couple of stylistic choices around punctuation and grammar 
in direct quotes. Table 5 conveys these choices and rationales behind them. 
Table 5 
Style Guide for Direct Quotes from Participants 
Punctuation Rationale Example 
-- (em dash) within spoken 
sentence 
Conveys a mid-sentence 
interrupted thought or 
transition. Applies only to 
transcripts of verbal 
conversations. 
“So it was like already a layer 
of, I'm trying to be a good 
person, and now like museum 
education is like a step--I 
don't know, like a step 
removed--no, like a step 




… (ellipses) Text or conversation that was 
removed for 
clarity/readability 
“Or are they saying it's not for 
kids because the work looks 
too scary, or too 
complicated… And it was 
easier to read on people's 
faces in Woman Work that for 
some people it was really 
about race.” 
[brackets] Added clarifying information   “In our Zoom conversation 
Elizabeth rearticulates her 
concern by asking ‘are we 
doing it [discussing race, or 
perhaps Whiteness] in a way 
that's bringing [White boys] 
along with or not?’” 
Redacted information, 
depending on sentence 
structure (usually identifying) 
“But when like yeah, how 
does that--do all of the artists 
that we book at [her museum] 
sign on for that, or no, I don't 
know.” 
 
Additionally, there are several areas where I corrected some abbreviations in our writing 
for readability. For example, if a participant typed in “w” as an abbreviation for the word “with,” 
I corrected the text to read “with,” as opposed to “w [sic]” for readability purposes. I also took 
this liberty with some typos, with participants’ permission. The one exception to this is in some 
isolated instances where the typo conveyed some of the casualness with which we interacted 
with each other in the digital sphere; for example, in one of her writings June uses “i” in place of 
“I,” which I preserved as a way to capture her original voice and the overall rapport of the group. 
Finally, I chose to capitalize all instances of Black, White, Blackness, and Whiteness in our 
writing for the digital sphere. I had decided to do this in all of my writing in the middle of the 
data generation, so this choice is not reflected in our writing in the digital sphere. I felt it made 
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more sense to update our writing to reflect this choice rather than preserve it. This was done with 
permission from each participant. 
Elizabeth 
Elizabeth is an educator at a contemporary art museum in a rural area. She was observed 
once by her colleague Claire, another participant in the study. Elizabeth also offered multiple 
responses in the various threads in the digital sphere. Additionally, Elizabeth and I had an hour-
long conversation via Zoom around the same time participants completed our data generation 
within the digital sphere. Elizabeth also participated in our focus group follow up conversation. 
This narrative draws from these sources of data. 
From the beginning, Elizabeth indicated that a main motivation for joining the study is a 
particular interest in navigating race talk with White audiences at her museum. She shared in her 
introduction to us that while she “only started thinking about my own privilege in a critical way 
when I was in graduate school,” a Nick Cave32 exhibition at her museum prompted “a big 
reckoning point” that precipitated the following questions that led her to participate in our group: 
“How will I facilitate conversations around race and police brutality? How will I teach my (all 
White) gallery teachers (docents) [whom she supervises] to do so in a responsible way? What 
does it mean to hold these conversations in a community that is almost entirely White, and also 
primarily living below the poverty line?”  
This concern for White audiences, particularly White boys, is highlighted in a written 
reflection about her observations when discussing a reinterpretation (2016) of Emanuel Leutze’s 
(1851) Washington Crossing the Delaware (Figure 3) by feminist artist duo E2 (Figure 4). 
 
32 Nick Cave is a Black sculptor, dancer, and performance artist known for his Soundsuits: 
sculptural, wearable forms originally created in response to police brutalization of Rodney King 




Washington Crossing the Delaware [Painting] 
 













Figure 4  
Ode to Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware [Painting] 
 
Note. E2--Kleinveld & Julien. (2016). MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
This artwork was part of a temporary show at Elizabeth and Claire’s museum called 
Woman Work,33 located in a specific exhibition area dedicated to kid-friendly exploration of 
contemporary issues. Woman Work explores the representation of women throughout art history 
and features depictions of women of color, particularly Black women. In Figure 4, the artists 
supplant images of George Washington and his troops with images of women of various races, 
notably inserting a Black woman in the position of Washington himself. Elizabeth wrote that she 
observed that White boys in her groups in general tend to become less engaged when discussing 
 
33 This is a pseudonym for the exhibition created in order to protect confidentiality and 
anonymity of the participants.  
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this work compared to others in the exhibition that also center Black women, sharing that they 
become “pretty quiet," “more often than not.” Elizabeth added that for this artwork, while “the 
conversation comes back to a question of fairness, which is something that developmentally 
makes sense to so many elementary school students,” she is concerned about what specifically 
White boys are taking away from her facilitation: 
The piece, and the typical conversation that comes from looking at it, doesn't leave room 
for White men, it just replaces them. Which makes me worry about what messages these 
White boys are internalizing about allyship, about "fairness" meaning they don't get to be 
at the table at all, and if that is laying any groundwork for resentment. 
She interprets White boys’ relative quietness when discussing this work as possibly a negative 
reaction to the work, and the symbolic replacement of White men--i.e., them. She continues: 
And I really am not sure how much I should carve out time to discuss that with groups 
(maybe asking them a specific question about what the role of White men should be in 
the painting or in a fair world), versus keeping the time dedicated to thinking about the 
women and POC who have been excluded for so long, which may or may not be new 
information to a lot of the groups we work with. 
Elizabeth wonders, knowing that her time is limited with her groups, about whether it makes 
more sense to spend time facilitating a conversation about White male “allyship,” and what their 
exclusion in the piece signifies, or whether time would be better spent focusing on the actual 
presence of women of color, and the significance of that insertion. In our Zoom conversation 
Elizabeth rearticulates her concern by asking “are we doing it [discussing race, or perhaps 
Whiteness] in a way that's bringing [White boys] along with or not?” 
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Not only is Elizabeth raising a question about supporting White students in developing a 
positive White identity, but she also brings up a concern around the limitedness of time during 
one-off museum programs, such as field trips. In another reflection she noted the advantage of 
working in a classroom when it comes to anti-racist teaching, “where you have a relationship 
with your kids.” Where classroom teachers have the benefit of sustained interaction with their 
classes for an entire school-year, a museum educator who mostly teaches single visit field trips 
often only sees students once and for a brief period. This prompts Elizabeth to wonder, “so what 
can you do in an hour and a half?” She elaborates on the limitations of time on a field trip in our 
focus group conversation, noting also “the pressure” she feels in “setting up conversations [about 
race],” resulting in a “burden on the [classroom] teacher to continue the conversation and having 
no idea what capacity the teacher has to do that in a responsible way.”  
 Time limitations are linked to another concern Elizabeth writes about, regarding what 
she describes as implementing more “student-led decisions” in her teaching, which can take up 
significant time. She wrote: 
In terms of student-led decisions, it reminds me of something my boss has been thinking 
a lot lately--the fact that in spite of trying to remove a top-down hierarchy on tours 
through moving away from lecture-style tours, museum education still has the problem of 
the authority figure tour guide imposing a tour route. And I usually get panicky when she 
suggests letting go of that format because the chaos of a large group of people fanning 
out and trying to get them back together, or trying to then get to consensus about which 
work(s) to explore during already limited time seems too logistically overwhelming. It's 
really interesting to think about what gets lost in both situations. Can anyone think of a 
scenario that honors both visitor agency and educational goals? I'd like to think those are 
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not mutually exclusive, but between this and what I just responded to in the other thread, 
it's feeling like a bit of a delicate balancing act! 
Elizabeth is weighing the risks and rewards of two different, potentially conflicting teaching 
approaches: a “top-down hierarchy” where the educator remains in control of all decisions, or 
what in her mind is the “chaos” of student choice and agency.  
Here Elizabeth is beginning to articulate a tension we discussed in the digital sphere 
between the things we remember being taught as part of our museum education training, and the 
demands of engaging in race talk. She expresses this again in the digital sphere: 
I've been thinking for a long time about how VTS [Visual Thinking Strategies] can be 
inappropriate for looking at objects from non-Western cultures, given the history of 
White people ascribing their own meanings to work from other places, and have also 
been considering how much I'm leading students these days and how that conflicts with 
what I was taught was the correct/right way to do museum education. 
Elizabeth elaborates on her museum education training in our focus group conversation, 
clarifying that she was originally trained in VTS, and that Burnham and Kai-Kee’s (2011a) text 
Teaching in the Art Museum had served as “the text for the kind of teaching I usually do in a 
museum." She specified their chapter titled, “Questioning the Use of Questions,” which among 
many things challenges the notion of “leading questions.” This may help explain Elizabeth’s 
questions and even tensions that she experiences in trying to balance what she feels she has been 
trained to do as a museum educator: How to be an “authority figure,” “impos[e] a tour route,” 
but at the same time avoid “leading students” toward certain conversations, such as race talk? 
Interestingly, yet another voice of authority, her supervisor, is advocating for her to “let go” of 
having a structured plan in favor of allowing students to decide more for themselves what 
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happens on their tour. This is something that causes Elizabeth to “get panicky,” owing to the 
potential “chaos” that could ensue from allowing groups to wander, and the time it takes to 
implement this type of teaching effectively. She allows that there are advantages and 
disadvantages to both approaches, and that she would “like to think those are not mutually 
exclusive,” noting “what gets lost in both situations.” However, she also suggests that achieving 
a hybrid approach feels for her, “like a bit of a delicate balancing act.” 
The delicacy of this balancing act is illustrated in a couple of Elizabeth’s written 
reflections on her teaching. She shares an example of uncertainty around whether to share certain 
information with students during a conversation about a collage by Deborah Roberts (2017) 
(Figure 5) alongside an excerpt from the poem by Maya Angelou (1978), “Still I Rise” that 
reads: 
“You may write me down in history 
With your bitter, twisted lies, 
You may trod me in the very dirt 




Folding the Black into the red [Collage] 
 
Note. Roberts, D. (2017). MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
Here are Elizabeth’s thoughts:  
[In her observation of my teaching] Claire pointed out that when we were breaking down 
the poem line by line, I kept it really broad, to encourage them to think about general 
moments of being bullied or picked on and standing back up again, rather than tying it 
directly to the Black experience. And I go back and forth about that--9 times out of 10 the 
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students I've worked with so far this year have mentioned Rosa Parks or Martin Luther  
King, Jr, as an example of someone who rises up, so I was waiting for it to come from 
them and this group didn't mention anyone connected to the Civil Rights movement. But 
I think a large part of me struggles with how much to lead the conversation to racial 
trauma, particularly with students of color in the group, connecting back to our earlier 
thread about trauma and resilience [in the digital sphere] (which, as I'm typing this, I'm 
realizing that this work and the poem are fundamentally about resilience, so this seems 
even more like a missed opportunity).  
Elizabeth is wondering about how much to “lead the conversation to racial trauma,” which may 
signify a move towards the “top-down” approach referred to above by inserting information 
herself, or for a more student-centered design in which students fully direct the conversation, 
without an external source of information influencing their ideas. She suggests that keeping the 
conversation “really broad,” instead of “tying it directly to the Black experience” by specifically 
offering examples of Black figures from the Civil Rights movement when the students did not 
might have been “a missed opportunity.”  
Elizabeth also notes that balancing student-centeredness, the way she understands it, and 
anti-racist teaching are not the only factors that contribute to whether or not she brings up race 
with students. The following example suggests that student behavior may have contributed to her 
ability to push towards students towards one interpretation of the artwork. Elizabeth wrote that in 
this instance she was working with “a very rowdy group, and it was difficult to hold onto a 
conversation thread.” She goes on to describe one moment where she thinks the group’s behavior 
might have influenced her ability to name race:  
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There's an installation work [Figure 6] where I usually mention the artist's biracial 
identity and how that affects what she is trying to do with her work, a conversation I 
usually scaffold with a discussion about "the unseen," which is a phrase that comes up in 
a few places [in the installation]. This group just got stuck on "unseen" meaning 
murdered ghosts (which is weirdly dark and kind of funny), and I just wasn't able to 
move them past that to get to why the artist felt unseen growing up. In retrospect I 
wonder what would have happened had I just mentioned that part of her biography 
anyway and asked them to make their own connections.  
Figure 6 
I See Color and It’s Beautiful [Installation] 
 
Note. Gaignard, G. (2019). MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
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Gaignard includes several references to the term “unseen” in this work, including a set of 
children's alphabet blocks on a prominent bookshelf that are glued together to spell "The 
Unseen," as well as multiple copies of a young adult novel The Unseen (2012) on the bed and 
windowsill.  
Elizabeth’s group seems to have fixated on a somewhat humorous interpretation of the 
concept of being “unseen” having to do with ghosts, rather than the artist’s intention of speaking 
to her biracial (Black and White) background and “growing up in a town where there weren't 
very many people who looked like her.” Elizabeth suggests that because of this fixation, 
combined with the general “rowdiness” of the group she felt unable to “move them past” it 
through her pre-planned sequence of questioning. Elizabeth later elaborated that typically with 
her groups she facilitates a “discussion of what ‘unseen’ means and feels like,” and then 
introduces the artist’s background and what her “intent” might have been behind using that 
phrase. However, in this example, the group was not able to have that initial discussion about 
their personal connections and associations with the idea of being “unseen,” which made it 
difficult for Elizabeth to continue with her usual line of inquiry. She wonders if bringing up this 
contextual information about the artist’s racial identity anyways might have encouraged the 
students to focus on the artist’s intended message. This may indicate that when facilitating this 
artwork, Elizabeth placed a certain amount of value on students first being able to make personal 
connections to the theme before jumping to information about the artist, and may also capture the 
difficulty of pivoting in the moment when the planned line of inquiry does not pan out.  
Another example of not naming race (again, specifically Blackness), occurs at another 
point in her written reflection, when she describes her conversation about the E2 piece described 
above (see Figure 4). Elizabeth shared that this tour occurred with a group of 4th graders from a 
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town she described as “the big city” in their region and “definitely more racially diverse than any 
other school district we partner with.” Elizabeth explained that this group’s racial makeup was a 
departure from her typical experience teaching predominantly White groups. She had noted that 
the racial makeup of the group “was a factor in my mind, though I'm not sure I fully prepared for 
how or whether that should impact how I teach the show.” Elizabeth describes how she did not 
name race in this critical moment, noting that this omission was the one she was “most aware of 
and kicking myself about immediately afterwards”:  
We discussed the gender and racial dynamics [depicted in the work] overall, but then 
when we got to the placement of [the main] figure and the ways the artists were showing 
us how important she is, I totally dropped the ball and said that Washington had been 
replaced by a woman, without saying by a Black woman. In thinking about it afterwards I 
think it just comes from the discomfort I feel as a White person naming race in front of 
POC, and is such a strong reminder about how I need to practice naming race and how 
ingrained that impulse is in me. 
Here, Elizabeth feels that in addition to mentioning the significance of replacing 
Washington’s figure with a woman she should have also mentioned her Blackness. This time 
though, instead of suggesting that her avoidance might have had to do with the group’s behavior, 
Elizabeth writes that upon reflection, it might stem from discomfort that she specifically feels 
when discussing naming race with POC. Elizabeth noted that she does not typically teach groups 
with so many students of color, indicating that there might be differences in how she teaches the 
same exhibition to groups with different racial demographics. Elizabeth seems particularly 
regretful about this omission (“kicking myself about”), given her acknowledgment that she was 
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teaching “in a show explicitly about race with a tour outline I wrote to explicitly talk about race 
with students. Oof” (emphasis Elizabeth’s).  
I followed up with Elizabeth about the particular discomfort she mentions when naming 
race with POC in our follow up Zoom conversation. In response to my question about what 
differences she notices when she is discussing race with racially diverse groups compared to all 
White groups, Elizabeth clarified that this discomfort is most pronounced when the group is 
predominantly White, with just “a few kids of color.” She acknowledged feeling “most 
awkward” and “hyper aware” in those instances of what she is doing and how she is describing 
the artwork. She mentioned that while, “I don't want to avoid making eye contact with the one 
kid of color in the class,” she doesn’t “want to stare at them” either. In the moment described 
above, though, this hyper awareness does not necessarily translate to more explicit naming. 
Elizabeth also brought up a concern in our Zoom follow up that in specifying Blackness 
in mixed race groups, she feels she might also be alienating students from other racial groups. 
While the exhibition she was teaching from concerned itself primarily with the subject of the 
Black woman in portraiture, Elizabeth worries if by only naming Blackness, and not other races 
in a group with students who might also experience racial oppression but are not Black, that she 
might be “mak[ing] that kid’s experience feel invisible in that moment.” That being said, in our 
conversation, she was quick to offer anecdotal evidence that naming specific racial groups is 
powerful, sharing a moment from another tour when a 3rd grader heard Elizabeth describe an 
artist as African American, to which he responded with pride, “that’s like me!” It seems that for 
Elizabeth, sensitivities to naming race, particularly Blackness, vary depending on the racial 
identities of the individuals in the groups she is working with, as well as on what groups 
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contribute (or do not) to the conversation (as opposed to Elizabeth being in the position to name 
race herself).  
During the course of data generation Elizabeth referenced particular challenges 
discussing race with other specific audiences, specifically younger children, adults, and 
classroom teachers. In our Zoom conversation she shared that her museum has separate lesson 
plans for older and younger students who tour Woman Work, with goals for older students that 
seem more explicitly concerned with “planting a seed” with regards to racial justice than their 
goals for younger students. She describes her teaching with younger students as, “let's focus on 
same, different, same, different, and what do we have in common, what do we have that’s 
different, and let's celebrate all of those things.” This comes just after her comment above noting 
the benefit classroom teachers enjoy of being able to develop sustained relationships with their 
students, as opposed to museum educators who teach programs in which we see our students for 
an hour and then never again. Elizabeth seems to connect her choice to focus on celebrating 
sameness/difference on her tours with younger groups rather than racial justice explicitly to two 
things: a lack of sustained relationship with the younger students she takes on her tours, 
combined with the time constraints the field trip format presents.  
Concerns around discussing race, particularly Blackness, with younger students was 
further nuanced in our focus group conversation. Elizabeth shared a post-visit comment from a 
teacher who had brought her students to Woman Work: 
My students seemed interested in seeing the various pieces of art, but based on our class 
discussion after the visit, they did not seem to comprehend the message nor the 
significance that the artist seemed to intend. Perhaps they were young for this. I 
understand the purpose of the visit, but I feel much of this art in the exhibit was beyond 
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their ability to internalize. I was not surprised by their reactions. The artwork is suitable 
for older students or adults, in my opinion. And the political content was also beyond 
their ability to comprehend and discuss in ways that show that you really get it.  
Elizabeth goes on to suggest that “there's a sense [from teachers] that, ‘Oh, no. Race is a scary 
thing’” for younger students, while noting that at the same time “so many social justice 
programs exist for middle school and high school students.” Elizabeth also aptly notes that she 
has “heard six-year-olds say crazy racist shit,” indicating there is a clear need for anti-racist 
work with younger students, but that teacher buy-in in her area may be lacking. 
It is possible that this teacher’s ideas about the content of Woman Work is influenced by 
the fact that it centers Blackness specifically. During our focus group conversation, we discussed 
differences in Elizabeth’s experience teaching the new show in the space featuring Native 
American Apsáalooke (Crow) artist Wendy Red Star. Elizabeth immediately noted that “White 
people are very different in this space” [as compared to Woman Work]: 
White people have been much more able to name that [Wendy Red Star]’s Native 
American or ask what her race is or just comment on that and--in a way that I didn't see 
with Woman Work. No one would say, they're Black, in the way that they say, oh, this is 
a Native American woman, as they're explaining things to their kids.  
Elizabeth continues to explain that the region she lives in might contribute to this contrast: 
And I think there's also the--especially in this part of the world, I don't interact with a lot 
of Native American people personally on a day-to-day basis. Living in Smithtown34 I 
don't interact with a whole lot of Black people either, but they're much more present. And 
 
34 This is a pseudonym.  
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so I think that there's a distance that makes it feel safer to name the Indigeneity of 
Wendy.  
Elizabeth is speaking to a perception of Native people as being a very small minority in her area, 
and indeed of this country’s total population, contributing to a “distance” between White people 
and them that makes White people (or at least White adults and caretakers, as per Elizabeth’s 
observations within this particular kid-friendly space) feel more comfortable speaking about 
Indigeneity than Blackness with their children. Elizabeth goes on to say that this relative comfort 
around Wendy Red Star’s work as compared to Woman Work might also be linked to the “fiction 
of fantasy around Indigenous people” (e.g., “they're from the natural world”). Elizabeth is 
suggesting that while there are problematic stereotypes associated with Indigeneity, they are 
often cast as positive, which may also contribute to White people feeling more at ease discussing 
the racialized elements of Wendy Red Star’s show.  
Elizabeth further elaborated on contrasting reactions to Woman Work and Wendy Red 
Star’s work later in our focus group conversation, suggesting teachers in addition to parents and 
caretakers also feel more comfortable discussing Wendy Red Star’s work with their students than 
the content in Woman Work. Elizabeth shared an anecdote that a principal from a school she 
works with came to visit Woman Work, because a teacher had suggested that it was “really 
violent.” Elizabeth suggested to us that it seemed to her they were discussing one artwork in 
particular by artist Tim Okamura (2019) (Figure 7). 
Figure 7 




Note. Okamura, T. (2019). MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
For Elizabeth, (and all the other participants), this link to violence seemed like a false 
characterization of Woman Work. This seemed especially true after Elizabeth further explained 
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that Wendy Red Star also arguably contains some references to violence, explaining that she has 
“annotated portraits,” with “at least one that says, ‘This feather means that I kicked ass,’” but no 
one had yet commented on that (Figure 8).  
Figure 8 





Note. Red Star, W. (2014). Mass MOCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
Elizabeth does qualify that the annotations might not be read as closely, especially by 
young children and that this might contribute to not having received any comments about its 
implied violence yet. But these comparisons might suggest different comfort levels with 
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Blackness as contrasted with Indigeneity, and presumed violence associated with discussions of 
Blackness. 
Elizabeth also suggests discomfort around bringing up race with adults. In our Zoom 
conversation Elizabeth shared her discomfort paraphrasing adult comments assuming racial 
identity in an exhibition of monumental figurative sculpture. She shared an example of when a 
visitor had commented that a sculpture “looked really Native American” to them. Elizabeth 
reflected: “What do I--how do I respond to that? … To what extent do I push that adult to be 
like, Oh, why am I making that assumption?” She is again reflecting on what shape her authority 
and control might take--whether to engage in a potentially confrontational conversation about a 
visitor’s ideas about racialized phenotypes, or whether to prioritize her own comfort and move 
on to something else.  
This notion of “pushing,” or confrontation and resultant discomfort occurs again in 
Elizabeth’s reflections specifically regarding interactions with the classroom teachers she works 
with. She shared this reflection: 
I had an incident in my teaching last week that isn't sitting well with me and has me 
thinking a lot about prioritizing comfort. We invited the artist ERRE (aka Marcos 
Ramirez), who has an exhibition on view about the US-Mexico border, to do a series of 
workshops with student and community groups last week. Most of the groups we worked 
with were majority White, with the exception of some local immigrant groups and a 
middle school that sent their POC student club. One of the workshops was with a group 
of AP art students whose teacher, Jackie35 (who is White), has been a critical partner in 
our work with her school district, getting buy-in from the principal and her colleagues. In 
 
35 This is a pseudonym. 
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the middle of the day, Jackie mentioned to me that their district has been doing a lot of 
training around implicit bias, and how in AP classes there usually aren't very many 
students of color, if any--and then she added "I mean, I look at my group and there's no 
implicit bias here!" I don't know the exact demographics of the school, but I noted only 5 
POC kids in a group of 16, which doesn't necessarily seem like something to brag about 
(besides the fact that bragging about a lack of bias or a level of racial awareness is a clear 
sign to do more work!). But I laughed it off and agreed that most AP classes are 
disproportionately White. Then at the end of the workshop, Jackie asked to return to the 
exhibition to do a group photo, as she had a "great idea" for an interesting photo. We 
rushed to squeeze that in, and her photo idea consisted of having the students stand 
behind the glass doors on which strips of vinyl were attached with questions in a way that 
recalled prison bars, so it looked like the students were looking out through a large cage. 
Marcos was obviously uncomfortable and whispered something to me about how she was 
turning her students into "poor Mexican children" with an eyeroll.  
Elizabeth is bringing up how complicated and delicate our relationships can be with the teachers 
we work with--even (or perhaps even moreso) with teachers we know well. 
While Jackie has done important work “getting buy-in” with her district to partnering 
with the museum, this relationship may have created even more discomfort for Elizabeth around 
the prospect of calling Jackie out for her comment about implicit bias, or for forcing a distasteful 
and offensive photo opportunity on her students and the artist. Where her previous discomfort 
seemed to lie around bringing up or naming race when students have not, now it seems to stem 




So I've been kicking myself about not intervening in letting [the artist’s] exhibition be 
used in that way, in positioning the students (especially the students of color) in a way 
that made them look like they were behind bars (in a district where until 2014 the 'at-risk' 
students were literally placed in a separate facility in a former jail), and realizing that in 
that moment I prioritized Jackie’s comfort over the students' and over the artist's comfort-
-twice (that I am even aware of!). And in prioritizing Jackie’s comfort I'm sure I was also 
prioritizing my own, since confrontation makes me panic. I think that reaction, or lack 
thereof, is tied to both my deep teacher's pet tendencies (which aren't necessarily 
unrelated to my Whiteness) and to my desire to not rock the boat with this ally in the 
school district by calling out the racial insensitivity of someone I don't know that well. I 
can hear my family's voices advocating for being polite and not making anyone feel 
awkward but I think the obvious question is who is 'anyone'? 
Elizabeth takes responsibility for twice allowing the prioritization of Jackie’s comfort over the 
group’s and/or the artist’s--first, presumably for verbally agreeing with Jackie’s comment that 
there is no implicit bias in her class, and secondly for permitting the photo opportunity to 
progress despite the artist’s demonstrated discomfort, and perceived discomfort of the students of 
color that Elizabeth suggests. She cites her “deep teacher’s pet tendencies” and her family’s 
voices in her head advocating for politeness and “not making anyone feel awkward” as part of 
the reasoning in the moment behind these choices. She also explicitly links her teacher’s pet 
tendencies to her Whiteness, insofar that it caused her to prioritize Jackie’s comfort over the 
group’s. Interestingly, she also connects this prioritization, and relatedly a deference to teachers 
(one way to read qualities of being a teacher’s pet) as a way of prioritizing her own comfort, 
“since confrontation makes me panic.” Not only does she take responsibility for making her 
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students and the artist feel uncomfortable, but she also highlights the preservation of her own 
comfort by sidestepping a potentially awkward and confrontational interaction with Jackie.  
Potentially nuancing Elizabeth’s interaction with Jackie is some background information 
about the teachers in the area that Elizabeth volunteered during our Zoom conversation. She 
mentioned that her department surveyed teachers who brought their classes to visit Woman 
Work. Elizabeth shared that a quarter of the 19 teachers who had responded to the survey at the 
time indicated that teachers believe that their students “don't see color.” According to Elizabeth, 
because of this, these teachers also report that they think their students are “too young” for the 
content covered in Woman Work (similar to the teacher comment mentioned above), linking their 
youngness and (presumed) lack of awareness of race with their ability to appreciate the 
exhibition. While Elizabeth and I shared a skepticism that these teachers really understood the 
implications behind their claims around not “seeing color,” it is possible that this survey data is 
impacting Elizabeth’s perceived ability or perhaps the extent to which she feels supported by 
teachers to have conversations that critically engage race talk. 
This is particularly interesting, given that Elizabeth mentioned in our focus group 
conversation that since the uprisings in the summer of 2020, “teachers and administrators have 
been super jazzed [about the opportunity to discuss race at her museum].” Elizabeth adds that a 
superintendent her institution works with approached them asking specifically for help around 
“DEI [Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion]” given that theirs is an “almost entirely White district” 
and Elizabeth’s institution is seen as “the place where kids experience cultures that are different 
from their own.” It appears that there might be a disconnect between the school administrator’s 
bird’s eye views of what the museum might contribute to student’s learning around racial equity, 
and how this plays out on the ground once teachers arrive. 
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Relationships with classroom teachers came up again in our follow up Zoom 
conversation, where Elizabeth and I discussed at length what it means for us, in her words, to be 
“the good White person.” For us both, this means positioning ourselves against the classroom 
teachers we work with who, to us, seem stricter, particularly with their students of color, than we 
would ever be:  
Elizabeth: I notice a lot of teachers disciplining the like few kids of color in different 
ways and that makes me really uncomfortable because, again, it's like, where do I step in 
and say it's okay that they're talking out loud or like, you know. 
Hannah: Horrible. 
Elizabeth suggested that while she “assume[s] that there's definitely implicit bias at play [on the 
part of teachers],” given our positions as outsiders to the classes that come on field trips we’ll 
never “know the situation” with any certainty (“Maybe this kid really is an asshole,” “I don't 
know what happened before they got on the school bus”). Here she is alluding again to our 
overall lack of familiarity most of the time with students who visit the museum, and in this case, 
this lack may contribute to our inability to really know what our role should look like when it 
comes to disciplining students. Does the teacher always know best?  
Our ensuing conversation linked ideas about striving towards being “good White people” 
with White saviorism. Elizabeth suggested that she may exhibit a form of “saviorism,” 
connecting the power she has in her position combined with little oversight from her director as 
being an opportunity to be more generous with her groups:  
I also feel like the logical extension of like trying to do better for museums is like, do I 
eventually leave this field so that a person of color can have my job and like selfishly, 
like I need a job, right. Like, I don't know what to do about that and but in, like, in the 
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meantime, right, like, what are the things we can do. So is it like I give away more free 
passes [for free entry to the museum, encouraging another visit to the museum] than I'm 
supposed to write, like sorry, not sorry. Things like that, that I feel like because our 
director is like not too invested in education we have a lot of like, well, we can do what 
we want, because he's not really paying attention.  
She is commenting on our sphere of influence as museum educators, that while limited in some 
respects, might be activated in others. While the question of whether White museum educators 
(or any type of museum worker) should leave the field in order to make more room for people of 
color is an open one, Elizabeth also wonders about what WME’s might accomplish in their 
current positions. Elizabeth suggests that because of her director’s lack of oversight, she can 
indulge in more, smaller gestures such as offering more free passes than she might otherwise.  
However, for Elizabeth, given the demographics of her area, her perceived saviorism was 
more often a reaction to class or socio-economic (SES) differences, rather than race:  
I noticed that around class for sure like Jonesberg36 [town with generally higher SES] 
kids versus Smithtown [town with generally lower SES] kids. And yeah, I definitely have 
that like, I want to give you--yes, you can have whatever art supply you want, right, like 
so that's a different kind of savior complex [different from racially motivated saviorism], 
even though they're also White kids.  
Because her area is predominantly White and contains large variances in income status, she may 
be more attuned to class difference, which also impacts some of her teaching choices. 
 




Elizabeth points to a couple of reasons behind her discomfort or instances of race 
avoidance. Time limitations of the field trip format as well as aspects of her training impacted 
her perceived ability to bring in contextual information about the artwork in order to direct the 
conversation towards race. This may have contributed to not naming Blackness specifically in a 
couple different instances, and may also indicate concerns she has discussing race, and perhaps 
specifically Blackness with certain audiences. We also discussed differences in reception on the 
part of parents, caretakers, and classroom teachers to different exhibitions (in a space dedicated 
to child-friendly content) featuring Blackness as contrasted with Indigeneity, speaking to 
anxieties adults may feel discussing Blackness in particular.  
Claire 
Claire is an educator at a contemporary art museum in a rural area. Claire was observed 
once by her colleague Elizabeth, another participant in the study. She also offered several 
responses in multiple threads in the digital sphere. Additionally, we had a follow up conversation 
via Zoom following data generation with the digital sphere. Claire also participated in our focus 
group conversation.  
Claire shared that she chose to participate in the study in order to focus “on being critical 
of institutions, understanding my privilege, and advocating for museum access.” She goes on to 




Smithburg Museum of Art37 is located in Smithburg38 where 30% of the children in 
public schools receive services through DCF [the Department of Children and 
Families].39 All of these children [in public schools who receive DCF services] have been 
to Smithburg Museum of Art for multiple visits on school field trips but how can we 
ensure our doors are wide open for them and their families? The next step to that is to 
provide arts programs that support building resilient families. That said, most of the 
children in Smithtown are White and I'm still finding it difficult to responsibly teach 
racial justice to [White] children who may be living at or near the poverty line. 
In addition to her DCF groups, Claire also leads tours for K-12 groups and focused her 
tour reflection on one of these trips. Similar to Elizabeth, Claire experienced moments of 
discomfort directing these conversations towards race. For example, during a discussion of 
Roberts’ (2017) collage (see Figure 5) with a group of second graders, one student commented 
that the figure’s “face looked like an old photograph,” to which Claire replied, “I see what you 






37 This is a pseudonym. 
38 This is a pseudonym. 
39 From the DCF website: The Department of Children and Families (DCF) works in partnership 
with families and communities to keep children safe from abuse and neglect. In most cases, DCF 
is able to provide supports and services to keep children safe with parents or family members. 
When necessary, DCF provides foster care or finds new permanent families for children through 






Folding the Black into the red [Collage] 
 
Note. Roberts, D. (2017). MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
Claire shared that Elizabeth suggested she might have “dug deeper there,” a point Claire 
readily agreed with. Claire explained that “in the moment I was having trouble figuring out how 
to transition from a student seeing an element of the work as a black and white photo to talking 
about the race of the girl depicted.” She later elaborated in response to an earlier draft of this text 
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that “I was stuck trying to get the student to explain how they know the photo is black and 
white/what that could mean while also juggling the next steps of a racial discussion.” This 
connects with a point she makes later in her written reflection where Claire shared that Elizabeth 
pointed out Claire’s “tendency” to use the phrase, “I see what you mean,” followed by a 
paraphrase or repetition of the student’s comments, sometimes “in their own words, sometimes 
not.” Claire explains that she thinks “this goes back to my desire to have most of the tour content 
come from the students while feeling like I can insert where I want the conversation to go.” In 
this case Claire’s commitment to honoring the voices of her students influenced her paraphrase 
and made it difficult for her to pivot to a relevant, but unmentioned (by the student) aspect of the 
artwork.  
This remains an interest for Claire throughout data generation, coming back to it in a later 
thread where she mentions she is still thinking about “managing the balance between letting 
students’ observations, interests, and questions drive the conversation during a tour versus 
making sure that topics related to race are brought up when it is integral to the artwork even if it 
doesn't come from students.” This particular moment may also reveal some challenges WME’s 
face when the option to discuss race presents itself; it might be worth noting that the student in 
this instance pointed out that the figure’s face looked like an old photograph, and Claire’s 
response brought in skin tone--not something the student mentioned explicitly. It is possible that 
Claire did attempt to bring up race here by naming the figure’s skin color in an attempt to draw 
the students’ attention to it, but did not feel prepared to push that particular point further. This 
moment may help illustrate a couple things: one, just how much the museum educator can 
influence a conversation even when they prioritize students’ comments, and two, possibly how 
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“in the moment” these potential pivots to discussing race can be, and what difficulty WME’s 
might have in making that pivot if they do not feel completely equipped or comfortable doing so.  
Claire also shared that Elizabeth pointed out a couple of times that Claire might have 
“challenged the students more on gender stereotypes,” noting moments when the students were 
making observations about “girl toys” and “boy toys” at Gaignard’s (2019) installation work 
(Figure 6).  
Figure 6 
I See Color and It’s Beautiful [Installation] 
 
Note. Gaignard, G. (2019). Mass MOCA, North Adams, MA, United States. 
Claire reflects that, “again, more entryways and points to insert race deliberately into the 
conversation but ended up going unsaid.” In response to a draft of this narrative, Claire 
elaborated that the toys were not only gendered (e.g., a mix of dolls and sports paraphernalia) but 
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also raced (e.g., Black dolls mixed in with White dolls, posters of White and Black pop stars). 
Claire reflected that while it was “easy for the children on the tour to recognize a mix of boy toys 
and girl toys,” she “should have taken the next step as the tour guide” to guide them towards a 
discussion of the toys being raced as well, which was, according to Claire, “the intention of the 
artist (for viewers to recognize her mixed race background).” Again, she connects this perceived 
avoidance on her part with the idea that bringing in race can feel like it often goes “against the 
grain of our training as museum ed professionals.” Claire shared in her reflection that “I was 
originally trained with VTS and still today struggle against inserting comments/facts/information 
that don't come from the child.” We see another example of a choice to keep her paraphrase close 
to the student’s intended meaning, without pushing the conversation towards an explicit 
conversation about race, as per the VTS method.  
However, towards the end of her teaching reflection she more specifically links her 
discomfort to facilitating race talk with younger students as compared to older ones. She 
continues: 
It's a strange feeling because I feel totally at ease bringing up conversations about race 
with older students and adults but not with the younger kids. It's a combination of feeling 
judged by the accompanying teachers for pushing what they may believe is an "agenda" 
[and] being afraid the conversation will fall flat among students and risking confusing 
them.  
It seems that Claire experiences discomfort particularly when bringing in contextual information 
(“bring up conversations about race”) with younger students, as was the case here, as well as 
when she feels teachers may not appreciate the content. Different considerations for discussing 
race with young people compared to older students may be behind the reasoning at Claire's 
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institution to offer separate tour outlines for older and younger students. While she gave the same 
tour as Elizabeth’s with the same artworks, her tour was with 2nd graders, which meant she used 
a different curriculum than the one Elizabeth used for her 4th grade group (intended for 3rd-8th 
grade groups). Claire describes the “main difference” between these curriculums is that the one 
for younger groups “focuses on finding similarities and differences in art, people, and 
personalities,” and “the goal is to come to the conclusion that difference is something to be 
celebrated, not feared.” She did not include what the 4th-8th curriculum focuses on by contrast, 
but Elizabeth shared in her reflection that her tour’s theme was the “(mis)representation of 
women of color in portraiture that offers lots of counternarratives.”  
In her reflection on her teaching Claire describes how her approach to discussing race 
with younger students played out on her tour. The tour began with what she “felt was a great 
discussion with the kids about having things in common with each other and what makes us 
different between everyone in their class.” She shared that she used the words "different" 
"unique" and "special" interchangeably as a way to “set the tone that being different is good!” 
She also shared a sweet moment where one of the students contributed to the conversation that, 
"We are all the same because we are all smart in this class." But then Claire starts to describe 
“being reserved” in soliciting from the students physical differences they observed in each other. 
While this reservation may make sense (it would likely require a fair amount of instruction to 
encourage children this age to be respectful in this context), she suggests that on her next tour 
she is “definitely going to ask, ‘What makes us unique about the way we look? What are some 
differences between the way you look and the person sitting next to you looks?’ in the hopes that 
“priming” them to look for physical differences “will get them ready to think about skin color.” 
185 
 
Here Claire reveals a specific discomfort around naming differences in the way we look, 
including race, but also suggests one way she might subvert this discomfort on future tours.  
Despite this altered approach for younger students, Claire repeatedly spoke up about 
feeling judged by school teachers during data generation. In our one-on-one follow up 
conversation, Claire continued her thoughts about judgement from teachers: 
I mean, I spoke a lot in that post [her observation reflection] about judgment from 
teachers and other educators and from adult visitors. Which I think is a big contributing 
factor to the way that I feel about it [perceived ability to discuss race]. Just being on one 
hand, feeling so young and then feeling judged as just like an art educator, regardless of 
what the topic is about. Regardless if we're talking about race or not. Just feeling like 
teachers make assumptions about what it is that I do all day with my time. I'm not in a 
classroom, you have no idea what it's like, that sort of thing… And then adding on having 
these difficult conversations and feeling really well equipped with the knowledge, with 
the pedagogy, with the vocabulary and feeling great that way, but just feeling judged 
from other teachers or feeling scrutinized or feeling like--and it's weird because it's like 
I'm usually so easy about just putting that aside and putting that out of my head. But it's 
something about being on a tour and having that teacher there and you say something and 
you see an eye roll from the teacher, or the teacher immediately jumps in and is trying to 
do damage control.  
It seems that Claire feels judged by teachers, “regardless if we’re talking about race or not,” 
owing to a couple contributing factors--her age, assumptions about the rigor of her work (as 
compared to teacher’s). We also discussed this sense of being judged by teachers during our 
focus group conversation, where Claire talked about the difference between “feeling that 
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pressure on tours and feeling either judgment in how I teach because I'm next to another teacher 
who has the background in education, in teaching, versus feeling like I can take control in the 
way that I teach without that other teaching presence there." Claire later elaborated that for her, 
this “background in education” not only refers to teaching credentials, but also “the shared 
camaraderie of K-12 educators who spend their whole day teaching in a classroom - something 
that's never been a part of my educator experience.” For her, adding a layer of discussing race 
contributes even more to this sense of not being at their same level and perceived judgement. 
Claire continues, elaborating on her perceptions of the relationships with teachers and 
other adults in her groups:  
Well, when Elizabeth observed me, my colleague, it made me feel more confident and I 
know that usually it's the opposite for most people, but I think it was good to have 
somebody else in the room that knew exactly what I was doing, knew where I was going, 
what I was trying to do, the goals, [having her there] made me feel more confident and 
more able to have those conversations. But I wish that all of our teachers--and of course, 
we give out an educator's guide, what to expect, what we're going to talk about. But I 
wish all of our teachers were in on our conversations about why are we doing this in the 
first place. What is the importance? What are our goals? Why are we taking two hours of 
your class time to do this? And that's not to say that I've had teachers on tours that are 
there, that are like 100% supportive and know what we're doing and are ready to even 
make those leaps before and after the tour in their own classroom to keep the 
conversation going, about--whether it was the art-making, whether about the topics or the 
artists. I think--I don't, and maybe your question, it was more about being observed. I 
don't think it's so much like the act of being observed. I have interns watching me all the 
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time and I have Elizabeth watching me. I think it's really that relationship with other 
types of educators who may hold resentment, not just for what we're talking about, but 
also towards the museum, towards taking their class time, towards bringing up topics that 
they don't want to have to answer later when the kids ask them about it at recess that day. 
Stuff like that. 
For Claire, it isn’t so much the act of being observed that makes her feel uncomfortable, but 
rather being observed by people who do not seem to understand her role and teaching objectives 
both as a museum educator in general, and as someone who believes in the value of discussing 
race in the museum. She wishes that these teachers “were in on our conversations about why are 
we doing this in the first place,” indicating a perceived lack of appreciation on their part for the 
expertise, the “the knowledge, with the pedagogy, with the vocabulary” that Claire alludes to as 
being not just part of her job, but aspects she feels “great” about. Claire perceives that teachers 
might even be resentful towards her not only for her perceived lack of expertise, but also for 
taking their students out of class for a program they may not feel is worth their time, for putting 
them in a position to have to continue these conversations later on with their students, for 
bringing up conversations about race in the first place.  
Claire’s discomfort and perceived sense of readiness around discussing race also seems to 
be more or less heightened depending on which racial groups she is discussing. In our one-on-
one conversation we also discussed the upcoming exhibition in the exhibition space where 
Woman Work was located, featuring artist Wendy Red Star. Claire mentioned that she felt “so 
much better equipped as an educator,” “so much more brave and more committed and more 
ready” engaging with this work with audiences than she did with Woman Work. Claire shares 
some of her reasoning behind this: 
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So next year's exhibition… is Wendy Red Star. She's a Crow Native American artist. And 
so I think these conversations about identity and how identity is formed are going to 
definitely be continued next year in the school curriculum. I don't think it will particularly 
revolve as much around race as it has this year. It will revolve more around Native 
American identity and how that was constructed. But I'm really excited to continue 
having these conversations. And I think for all of us in the education department [Woman 
Work] was so eye-opening into the state of affairs in our country right now that...  my 
boss says all the time, "I carried an exhibition about Asian-American race and identity 
and it didn't have nearly this type of response from the general public, from teachers, 
from students." And [the show focused on Asian-American experience] is the same type 
of show. It's a show talking about erasure in history and identity and race. And it's this 
show [Woman Work] because it's talking about Black experience and Black people that 
it's conjured this reaction from people. And that's been pretty eye-opening that this is so 
deep-rooted and there's a lot of work to do and it sometimes feels hopeless. But it's our 
goal to continue having these conversations with the kids (emphasis original). 
I responded by suggesting that it seemed to me that there might be opportunity for 
parallel conversations regarding Blackness and Indigeneity, to which Claire replied: 
It is parallel, but the immediate difference that I can notice in myself, in my comfort level 
of going into this next year and the Wendy Red Star show. For whatever reason, there's 
this agreed-upon consensus, a better consensus that there's a historical discrimination, 
mistreatment, persecution, genocide of Native Americans than there is of Black 
Americans. And there's way more consensus and agreement amongst everybody but 
especially amongst White people that, "Oh, yes. We acknowledge what happened to the 
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Native Americans. We acknowledge that this is the situation. And we know that that was 
bad and we're ready to have these conversations." But we're not nearly at that step with 
African-American experience in this country and it's so interesting to see that play out on 
this scale in the museum. 
I agreed, that Native American oppression can feel “like something that happened a long time 
ago.” Claire replied saying that “it's affecting me so personally in that I just feel so much better 
equipped as an educator to have these conversations around Wendy Red Star than I have felt this 
school year with Woman Work. And I'm like, ‘Why do I feel that way?’ I feel so much more 
brave and more committed and more ready to dive into Wendy Red Star than I did with Woman 
Work.” 
My interpretation of Claire’s analysis is not that she thinks Native Americans have been 
more persecuted than African Americans but that there is greater consensus among the audiences 
she works with (“especially amongst White people”) that Native Americans have an 
acknowledged history of oppression that White people are more evidently responsible for. This 
contrasts with a generalized White perspective regarding both the historical and contemporary 
Black experience in the United States as being much more contested as far as complicity on the 
part of White people. Claire connects this perceived consensus among White audiences at her 
museum to her feeling more confident facilitating conversations about the Native American 
experience (perhaps that she feels more confident speaking with people who seem to already be 
on the same page with her). She may also feel that the Wendy Red Star show will mitigate some 
of the judgement or resentment she typically feels from teachers, given a sense that teachers will 
feel more comfortable with the content. In other words, Claire is suggesting that there will be 
less perceived resistance to discussing Wendy Red Star’s work than the artworks in Woman 
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Work. It is possible this stance relates back to her comment that while Woman Work treated race, 
Wendy Red Star’s show will be more about “identity,” an interesting distinction in this context, 
and perhaps a more comfortable way to frame the artist’s work.  
Comparisons between Woman Work and Wendy Red Star came up again during our 
focus group conversation. We were discussing Elizabeth and Claire’s perceptions of the visitor 
experience of each show; while Claire could not speak on the Wendy Red Star show, she 
speculated “that there has been a marked difference between comments from visitors about 
immediate judgments about [Wendy Red Star’s show as compared to Woman Work]” suggesting 
that visitors will be more open to Wendy Red Star’s work than they were with Woman Work: 
With Woman Work, people would come in and see the Deborah Roberts work [Figure 5, 
located at the entrance of the exhibition], and say something to the effect of like, "Is this 
really for kids? Is this something that we should be showing kids? … But the question the 
whole time was always, are they saying it's not for kids because they're talking about 
race? Or are they saying it's not for kids because the work looks too scary, or too 
complicated… And it was easier to read on people's faces in Woman Work that for some 
people it was really about race. And I'd be interested to hear or just to experience other 
people's reactions to Wendy's show and see if you get that same tone. You know? It's like 
you can immediately tell in their tone, okay, something uncomfortable with the Blackness 
here." 
Claire wonders now in hindsight if White people’s perceived discomfort with the show related to 
its content--whether about race, and/or Blackness specifically--and additionally if this discomfort 
may have also stemmed from a belief that any content related to race would not be 
developmentally appropriate for kids.  
191 
 
In our one-on-one conversation Claire and I returned to the challenges Claire brought up 
in her introduction to the digital sphere regarding attempting anti-racist teaching with her DCF 
participants. Claire explains that she oversees “a big partnership program” with this audience, 
including programming during school breaks, as well as a summer camp. However, she notes 
that she hasn’t “had any experience yet leading families through the Women Work exhibition on 
a family visit” and explains some of the reasoning behind that choice: 
None of that programming so far has made it a focus to go through Woman Work or talk 
about race. And I know just right off the bat, the biggest thing that I would struggle with 
is that most of these DCF families are from very impoverished White communities. And 
so this is what people were talking about after the election, who were Trump's voters? 
They were poor White people. And how do you have them understand, give them any 
baseline concept of what privilege is when their situation and the way that their lives look 
right now is anything but. And so with these families that are coming into the museum, I 
would have to do a lot of prep and research and confidence and skill-building in myself to 
even begin to try and have those conversations, because they are coming to the museum--
and also because I would struggle so much with the goals of that type of programming, 
[which] is normalizing their family experience. So bringing them to the museum to have 
a family experience that's outside of a DCF office, that's outside of the food pantry, that's 
outside of the school building, that's maybe in an environment that's more conducive to 
just having fun, relaxing, stress-free family time. And I would really wonder about how 
to bring them on a Woman Work tour... and talk about how they might relate their own 
identity to somebody in the portrait without being deliberate about race. And I could feel 
totally confident bringing them to any of the work in Woman Work and having a 
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conversation about, "Okay, who are they? What's the portrait? What do we know about 
this person? What's the story?" But would not feel confident at all bringing in that 
conversation of, "Okay, this is a picture of a little girl who's holding up a number sign 
like she's being photographed in jail. Why do you think that is? What about this little girl 
being Black and why would an artist make that decision?" Having that kind of 
conversation with these families who are here for these visits, I would 100% at this point 
avoid that. 
While discussing aspects of the works in a non-racialized way might be something Claire would 
be comfortable with, “being deliberate about race” with this audience would require not only 
much more preparation “to even begin to try and have those conversations,” but would also 
misalign with her programmatic goals. 
Following these comments, I suggested there might be an opportunity around connecting 
this audience’s struggles with the struggles of Black women represented in the show: 
Hannah: … I think a lot of the literature around creating a positive White identity is 
around creating White activists and that maybe it’s a conversation around how we're all 
united and your struggles are my struggles and we're all--it's the wealthy White man that's 
the man.  
Claire: Yeah, bring down the man! 
Hannah: Yeah. And maybe there's something in there. 
Claire: There's definitely a piece there. I think my whole point is that I feel like I would 
have to do so much work in the behind-the-scenes before then of bringing myself up to 
that speed to have that conversation. 
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Claire agrees there is opportunity to discuss shared experiences between her DCF visitors and the 
subjects portrayed in Woman Work but again acknowledges her own limitations, saying that she 
feels she “would have to do so much work in the behind-the-scenes” before feeling comfortable 
enough to facilitate that conversation. Here, Claire’s avoidance comes from her own sense of 
feeling unprepared to balance her teaching and general programmatic goals for this program 
(ensuring the comfort of this particular audience in a space they might not be used to) while also 
addressing the racialized content of the show, and an overall sense that these participants would 
not enjoy or benefit from discussing this content in the first place. Claire is absolutely right to 
point out the serious degree of learning and preparation that would be required to pursue the type 
of teaching I recommend above, which would require a sensitive balance around promoting 
empathy through shared struggle while avoiding the implication of equivalence of experience 
and histories. Her allusion to this audience being perhaps similar to Trump voters may indicate 
Claire’s concerns are not only about the challenges around introducing the notion of racial 
privilege to a particularly low-income audience, but also a perception that this audience might be 
racist themselves, or unaware of issues related to race. This may contribute another layer to 
Claire’s insecurities initiating a conversation about race with these groups.  
These views may be informed by her experiences facilitating school group tours with art 
works from Woman Work with White students who she perceived as not engaged with the work. 
Similar to Elizabeth’s observations when teaching from E2’s rendition of Washington Crossing 
the Delaware, Claire reiterated these concerns when I asked what was behind her and Elizabeth’s 
recurring concern for White boys in their groups: 
Claire: Yeah. So just as you were phrasing that question, I'm thinking in my head what 
are the indicators that I've seen on tours that particularly draw me to that conclusion [that 
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they respond negatively to some of the content in Woman Work]? And now I'm thinking 
to myself, like, "Okay, how much of it might be me making that assumption and how 
much of it is actually what is real and what I can see?" So, usually when--it's usually 
always at that one particular work of art, the George Washington Crossing the Delaware, 
I think it's coupling people of color and then also women. And it's coming on the heels in 
the tour of having already talked about another photograph of a little girl and the rest of 
the tour is female-focused actually. Yeah, because the whole show is about portraiture of 
women of color. So when we're at that piece, I can feel a palatable shift in attention from 
mostly White boys that maybe would have been previously engaged during the 
introduction talking about what is a portrait... are they excited to be at the Smithburg 
Museum of Art, talking about the first piece, the collage, what does she look like? What 
is she wearing? What is she doing? And then asking those key pointed questions at the 
Washington Crossing the Delaware [Figure 4] of, well, who are all these people? What 
do they have in common in this boat? And eventually, the conversation going to, okay, 
they're all women and they're all women of color. Those answers usually are never 
coming from the boys, no matter what color they are, and then especially not from the 
White boys. And now I'm really struggling with myself of like, "Okay. How much of this 
am I thinking that's what's happening in these boys' minds? And how much of it can I 
actually see?" But I don't think it's--I think it's definitely both of those things. I think it's 
definitely there, that there's a decrease in attention, a quietness that happens. Whereas the 
girls are the ones who lead and steer the conversation about that work, usually. I don't 
know if that has to do more with imaginary play and storytelling, because the piece itself 
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drives a lot of storytelling in the kids, so it might be a completely different causal factor 
that's causing that. But, yeah. That's just what I've noticed. 
While Claire is quick to ask “how much of this am I thinking that's what's happening in these 
boys' minds? And how much of it can I actually see? (emphasis mine)," it does seem like there is 
evidence to support the idea that when conversation turns to issues of representation, White boys 
become less engaged, while the girls instead “lead and steer the conversation about that work, 
usually.”  
Claire offers further analysis around this perceived lack of engagement on the part of 
White boys when discussing E2’s piece (2016) (Figure 4):  
Figure 4  
Ode to Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware [Painting] 
 




And I think another important part of it is it's usually the only part of the tour where we 
talk about history, and the kids are bringing up what they're learning in history in class. 
And I'm getting the sense that in school they're talking a lot about revisionist history, and 
how stories are told, and how history is made. And they're talking about that. And I think 
that's the one point in the tour where maybe their feelings of either being left out or not 
feeling adequate or feeling like, "Oh. Well, there's nothing good about the history of who 
I am, a White man," is maybe highlighted for them. And then for the rest of the tour, like 
when we get to the big portrait of two pregnant Black women in like ninja gear, they're 
back at it. They're having conversations, and they're discussing it. It's something about 
the history and then something about that piece that sometimes makes them go a little bit 
quiet. 
Claire is suggesting that in addition to feeling displaced visually by the artwork, White boys may 
also be linking this visual displacement to conversations in their history curriculum at school 
around revisionist history, presumably critiquing the dominant, white-washed narrative 
dominated and told by White men. Given the historical content of this artwork compared to 
others in the show, Claire wonders if this contributes to in effect a doubling down of 
displacement for White boy participants.  
Claire rearticulates this question towards the end of data generation in the digital sphere, 
writing that she is “still feeling unsure about the best ways to shift from a guilt, silence, and/or 
shutting down mindset with White students to an ownership of action mindset. How to tell White 
students that it's a) ok to talk about race and b) talk about the racial experience of others without 
a stonewall put up between students and me as the tour guide.” Again, we see concern 
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specifically around supporting White students in their exploration of their own Whiteness, 
coming back full circle to Claire’s motivations for joining the study. 
Summary 
Claire’s avoidance of race talk seems to stem from two main areas: a perceived tension 
between her training (rooted in VTS) that aims to honor students’ comments, and the 
requirement at times to offer contextual information that might not come from students in order 
to discuss racialized elements about an artwork. Additionally, Claire perceives judgement and 
resentment from other adults in her groups, particularly classroom teachers, for a number of 
reasons that inhibit her ability to feel confident facilitating race talk with younger students, as 
well as low-income White audiences. 
June 
June submitted one reflection, and participated occasionally in digital sphere discussions, 
although slightly less frequently than Elizabeth, Claire, and me. June and I also had a one-on-one 
follow up Zoom conversation, and June additionally participated in the focus group conversation. 
In June’s introduction to the group, she shared the following reasons for joining the study: 
[My museum]'s Kerry James Marshall exhibition… completely changed my practice as a 
museum educator, and unveiled the ways that "neutrality" in these [museum] spaces may 
perpetuate White supremacy. My complicity in these systems continues to be unpacked, 
and of course there were places that I was learning about or thinking about this before. 
But a new thing for me is that I think White ally affinity groups might be useful, instead 
of scary (thinking of convening around Whiteness for any reason has previously seemed 
creepy to me). I think, in order to process and move through the intense pain of this 
positionality/fragility/work/understanding, community is key!  
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Like the other participants, June arrived very ready to roll up her sleeves and “move 
through” the discomfort of uncovering Whiteness in her teaching--this time with other White 
practitioners serving as a community in which to do so. June also shared that her role at her 
museum had shifted while she was a participant in the study, becoming more time intensive, 
precluding her ability to participate as much as she might have liked. Her new role also involved 
less teaching in the galleries; for this reason, June shared a reflection from a tour she had given 
several months prior that she “had set up specifically for this study,” and had taken notes on, but 
occurred before we were ready to share our data (i.e., before we had settled on group norms, had 
read some background information, and decided on our research questions). Unlike Claire and 
Elizabeth who observed each other, June was observed by a trusted colleague. 
June offered a somewhat unique perspective to the group, as her museum exclusively 
teaches with VTS. June came to museum education with a background in art history and having 
had experiences “working with kids in different contexts,” but centers her formal training around 
her experience with a teacher partnership program at the museum that she currently works with. 
June explains that this program involves a yearlong commitment from teachers, wherein they 
receive “really, really heavy” professional development in the form of VTS training, as well as 
“very consistent group readings and discussions of books and very consistent workshops.” In this 
context, VTS is discussed not just as a method for looking at art, but also in terms of its 
relationship to critical pedagogy and social justice. June specified several readings she has read 
with teachers, including museum education texts such as Burnham and Kai-Kee’s (2011a) work, 
but also more explicitly social justice and critical pedagogy oriented texts like Freire’s (2013) 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and bell hook’s texts Teaching to Transgress (1994), Teaching 
Community (2013) and Teaching Critical Thinking (2009). Thus, June’s teaching practice is not 
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only influenced by a mix of museum education texts, but also critical pedagogy, and a deep 
immersion in VTS. Her VTS experience, perhaps more than any of the other participants, reflects 
the internal work happening within VTS organizationally to reflect critically on the method and 
what its capacities and limitations are as far as promoting anti-racist education. 
In our focus group conversation June speaks to the opportunities offered by working with 
teachers so closely and consistently: 
So because we have these year-long commitments with each teacher we work with, it's a 
huge part of the model of the museum practice that we have, and also the way things are 
talked about, that we are reaching the most children through teachers. So teaching 
teachers how to have dialogical conversations and give their students space to be 
empowered to interpret texts and back up things with evidence and stuff. And so I would 
say that it's sort of different [than partnerships with teachers at the other participants’ 
museums] because, conceptually or in practice, the person that we're looking towards is 
the student. But there's an acknowledgment that that difference [a focus on students] and 
that work only is mitigated through the relationship to teachers.  
For June, working with teachers this closely enables not only a fostering of relationships to 
teachers, but by extension to their students. While it is teachers who spend their time in 
professional development, the sense is that what is learned in these trainings in effect “trickles” 
down to the intended audience (students) through these sustained relationships with their 
teachers. Relatedly, June also describes an important part of her practice that is “really ingrained 
to [her]”: the idea that teachers know their students best. June notes that this is an important 
element of the VTS PD program, so that teachers can feel like they have “that space and 
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expertise and authority” to bring the method back to their classrooms and feel empowered to 
facilitate VTS conversations on their own.  
Also important to June’s background is her experience teaching an exhibition featuring 
artist Kerry James Marshall's work, something she returned to in our one-on-one conversation as 
well as the focus group conversation. While June noted that his focus on the Black experience in 
his paintings solidified for her the importance of specificity when discussing race, she still 
wonders about the best ways to navigate naming Blackness:  
I think that there's also something--that there is this feeling that naming Blackness is 
othering as well. Or that like maybe because there is this specificity in the ways that other 
groups are talked about…  like, being Puerto Rican, from a really specific place, or. And 
then just saying someone's Black--I think that I still [also] have discomfort, sometimes, 
around making that identity call for someone else between African-American and Black 
or Cuban American. Just that there's so many--it feels like it's important, and that it feels 
like something I've learned over the summer [of 2020] is the importance of maybe 
naming Blackness and specifically, anti-Blackness over naming racism. And thinking a 
little bit about the ways that that discomfort is borne of a larger culture of anti-Blackness 
and also [that] that's just so deeply systemic. 
 June is reflecting on her discomfort naming a person as Black (“making that identity call”) 
without knowing what their preferred descriptor is, acknowledging that there is a huge amount of 
racial, ethnic, and cultural variation within that political designation. At the same time, she notes 
the importance of naming Blackness in the wake of this past summer’s uprisings focused 




This background may help provide some context around understanding June’s teaching 
reflection that she shared with us in the digital sphere. She wrote about a tour she had given a 
couple months earlier. In her written reflection she honed in on a choice she had made in her 
paraphrasing at the first stop on the tour, a large print by Cuban artist Belkis Ayón (1998) 







Note. Ayón, B. (1998). Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, CA, United States. 
203 
 
A student of color had wondered if the artwork was depicting “an African American.” In her 
paraphrase, June said the student was “thinking about the identity of this figure, wondering if 
they are Black, or African American." June wrote that this choice became the “theme” of her 
reflective conversation following the tour, which focused on her observer’s interpretation that 
June had decided to “privilege a different word choice than the students” (i.e., including “Black” 
as well as the student’s usage of “African American”). June reflects on the various 
considerations behind this choice: 
I realized that I was personally uncomfortable with the words African American, as I 
have heard many friends who identify as Black deride this usage. Also, this artwork is by 
a Cuban artist. We talked for a long time about this impulse [to add the word Black], and 
I realized it was actually linked to my embarrassment at my own father's use of the term 
"Afro-American," which feels outdated and inappropriate. I felt an anxiety about being 
some specific "type" of White person, who decides language around someone else's 
identity and experience, but realized that in my shifting of the language, I was perhaps 
doing just that. I am still not sure, but I think that in the future, I would err on the side of 
repeating the exact language. This is so I would not risk a policing action around 
someone else's language about their own identity. 
June is describing a couple different sources of discomfort around this particular 
paraphrase. She is reflecting on the specific term “African American” used by a student of color 
to describe a Black figure, and how some Black people might consider it an inappropriate 
descriptor. June is also reflecting on her embarrassment around her father’s use of the term 
“Afro-American,” which also might be considered “outdated and inappropriate.” At the same 
time, June wants to avoid being a certain “type of White person who decides language” for other 
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people’s ideas about identity. This may be particularly true for deciding language for a person of 
color; in response to seeing a first draft of this narrative, June added that while her memory of 
the tour is limited now two years later, she thought it was likely that the student identified as 
Latinx, but she recalls wondering with her observer whether the student might self-identify as 
African American. Perhaps this uncertainty about how the student self-identifies contributed 
another layer of uncertainty to June’s approach to her paraphrase. It seems that in this instance, 
June is not using the VTS method to avoid a conversation about race, but she is voicing some 
concerns about how she wields her power over language, particularly around specifying race, as 
a facilitator in a VTS context, and what are the impacts of her choices. 
June further elaborated on her views of the role of the VTS facilitator in our one-on-one 
follow up conversation. June noted that in a VTS conversation, neither facilitator nor participant 
can “hide in there,” that a person’s “racism and microaggressions--that stuff is very evident.” I 
asked June to elaborate on this point--was there for her something particular about VTS that 
makes it harder to conceal racism? She responded: 
Yeah, I mean I think that just having conversations that are open in this way, you're 
either parsing texts--and parsing texts without this prescribed meaning is a space where I 
can see my assumptions and the way that I'm either making sense of situations, judging 
situations, saying, "Oh, well if I see this, this, and this, then I assume this kind of thing." 
That to me is a much more vulnerable--not vulnerable but it feels clear to me in those 
conversations where those assumptions come up. Also in paraphrasing. It's basically--
how you interpret a text, I think, really illuminates your lens. So when the text is--when 
the content has racial themes, you're going to see the way that you're manifesting racism 
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or the ways that--you know what I mean? And I think also just experiencing other 
educators in paraphrasing--the text can also be other people's comments. 
Here again June reflects on the particular responsibilities when facilitating a VTS conversation. 
While the VTS facilitator does not prescribe a “meaning,” theme, or direction they intend for the 
conversation to go, they very much control other aspects of the conversation. The facilitator’s 
paraphrase can reflect their own biases, and impact the way the group interprets other 
participant’s comments (one form of text), which in turn informs a collective understanding of 
the artwork (another text). The facilitator’s interpretation of these various texts not only reveals 
the facilitator’s “lens” that they bring to the discussion, but also impacts the lens through which 
the others interpret the same texts. 
For June, VTS not only has the benefit of exposing a facilitator’s bias, but also provides 
an open and accepting platform for all participants to say things they might not otherwise. She 
explains: 
I think for me, [VTS] does have legs with this work [anti-racist teaching] also because I 
think a big--I think that the open and accepting platform of VTS does allow people to 
be--if they're used to doing it, it does allow people to be their authentic selves in this 
way that other pedagogies might not, especially because for me, if I come into a space 
and I know there is this like right answer way I'm supposed to be talking about things or 
a specific theme or something, I'm not going to be exploring my own interpretation as 
much maybe. I don't know. So I feel like it can be really useful also to bring those 
interpretations out of people and address them and be like, okay, if this is a really open 
space where you're just looking and thinking, things come up that otherwise would never 
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come up because you--you know what I mean? That I found to be really interesting and 
useful, but it is also really hard work on the facilitator's part.  
June is speaking to an important aspect of VTS that centers participant’s voices and provides a 
certain level of support and affirmation of personal interpretations that other methodologies 
perhaps might not. This context may enable participants to explore their ideas about race and 
racism that they might not have ventured to do otherwise in a less supportive feeling 
environment. However, while VTS might guarantee a degree of safety and freedom to explore 
ideas about race, VTS itself is not equipped to add the requisite layer of self-reflexivity that anti-
racist teaching demands. 
This is why VTS’s openness can be a double-edged sword; it can also put the facilitator 
in a difficult position of having to delicately balance maintaining an open space while also 
potentially needing to address some problematic or ignorant comments, as June alludes to at the 
end of the last quotation. June and the education staff at her museum had thought intensively 
about using VTS with artworks “with racial themes.” Prompted by observations of several 
visitor’s problematic and/or ignorant comments during the Kerry James Marshall exhibition, 
education staff decided to modify the method so that the facilitator might have more leverage to 
address such comments. June speaks to this need for a modified approach: 
I think VTS is like, to me the best tool for getting out of the way of the way people are 
going to talk about an artwork, and I do think that as the facilitator or referee in that 
space, you do have responsibilities and that guiding those conversations, especially 
when they are dealing directly with race, is complicated.  
June here is wondering, how might a VTS facilitator address a racist comment while still 
maintaining the openness of the method? Interestingly June uses the term “referee” to describe 
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the role as she sees it in these contexts, again contributing to the idea that a VTS facilitator is 
balancing several, at times perhaps competing objectives.  
June gives an example in our conversation of what types of interventions her team added 
to address racist comments, demonstrating the “FYI” (Hoel, 2018) or offering contextual 
information when someone has made a comment ignorant of the problematic historical context 
that might influence its interpretation:  
The example that I always use is from Kerry James Marshall, because there is an artwork 
[Figure 10] where the hand, the front of the hands are like grayed, and so a lot of students 
say that figure looks like a gorilla. And it's hard because that's something that is in some 
ways in the artwork. I think Kerry James Marshall does play with some things like that, 
but it's also like racist, right? So oftentimes when someone says that we'd say, "Oh, okay, 
so just so you know, I know this isn't what you mean, but there is a history of equating 
Blackness, or people of color, with animals and thinking about, talking about people of 
color as if they're animals. So that can be really hurtful but I hear you really wondering 





School of Beauty, School of Culture [Painting] 
 
Note. Marshall, K. J. (2012). Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, CA, United States 
 
Here, June is demonstrating how while the VTS method traditionally does not allow for this type 
of insertion of contextual information, it might also be modified to allow for a collective learning 
moment.  
While June’s institution created several modifications to the VTS method to address 
racist comments when they came up (Antonisse, 2018; Hoel, 2018; Monet, 2019), I was still 
curious to hear from June about conversations about artworks that explicitly treat ideas about 
race, like Marshall’s, where race did not come up at all. I was wondering about the Kerry James 
Marshall show, as well as June’s conversation about Belkis’s work she mentioned in her 
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reflection, which she described as being “rich, but mostly was focused on the materiality and 
process of the piece.” Both artists reflect on their racial identity in different ways, and for both 
artists I personally had a difficult time imagining discussing their work without mentioning their 
race. I asked June if she ever inserts race into the conversation if it does not come up. She replied 
that while race did come up on a lot of the Kerry James Marshall tours, there were also several 
where it did not come up at all. We discussed the significance of imposing a lens of race on a 
conversation when it is not offered by the participants themselves: 
June: It's hard because race did come up a lot. But there were totally tours where race 
didn't come up at all and because I did have the opportunity to talk to Kerry James 
Marshall… and I know his writing really well I know that there are ways that he's kind 
of thinking like, "These [artworks] are mirrors." And so the fact that, [for example,] the 
people [the artist depicts] sailing in this sailboat are Black, or the fact that these people 
golfing or having this like fancy dinner [in a painting] are Black, that's almost a space 
where to him there is a tack of like, "Yeah, this is like a real depiction of a thing that 
happens. If you think it's not, that's something you need to think about”--you know what 
I mean? So I feel like a lot of times when race didn't come up, it was not a problem for 
me because I'm kind of like, yeah, there's a lot going on in these artworks and it's not 
just--this artist isn't only interested in race, and they [the painting] are, in fact, asking the 
question, how much you are considering race when you are looking at these artworks? 
And I think that with the [VTS] pedagogy, it does keep things relatively open in terms of 
spaces for questioning and explorations [so] that [for] a lot of groups of kids, race didn't 
come up. All the adult groups I taught, race came up. You know what I mean? I don't 
know. I think some of the kids heard that opening stuff [“a brief overview of Marshall 
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and his project to help model inclusive language” (Hoel, 2018, para. 12)] and thought 
oh, okay. He's depicting Black people. And then they were just looking at the paintings. 
You know what I mean? ‘Just looking at the painting’ is a complicated thing to say, but 
you know what I mean. They're talking about technique or-- 
Hannah: Things that are happening, yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
June: Yeah. And I think that's fine because a part of me feels I don't want to box in these 
artworks to just be about race when they are, in fact, really complicated in all these 
ways. And I think that's also true for a lot of other artists like [Black artist] Henry Taylor 
we have up right now. 
Hannah: There's something subversive maybe about treating a Black artwork like any 
other artwork and we're just noticing what we notice. 
June: Yeah, because exactly, how much are we like, this is a White artwork?  
Hannah: Exactly. 
Here, June is problematizing an assumption (indeed, my assumption) that every conversation 
about an artwork by an artist of color, or even ones that depict people of color need treat the 
topic of race. As per her research on Marshall’s work, she understands his paintings to function 
as “mirrors”: What the viewer takes away from the artwork may say more about them than 
anything Marshall is communicating, and that may be exactly his point. June reflects that she 
wants to avoid “boxing” in an artwork to be only about race, when “they are, in fact, really 
complicated in all these ways.”  
Comparing the ways we teach artworks by White artists to ones by artists of color brings 
us back in many ways to June’s motivations for joining the group. She spoke to undermining the 
myth of neutrality in our museum teaching, and naming our positionality as White museum 
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educators. In the focus group she returns again to this idea that “an awareness of the 
positionality and identity of being a White person teaching in the galleries is such an important 
thing because I think that it's easier to and we are encouraged in many ways to pretend that it's 
an invisible identity and something neutral. It's really not.” June comments again on this 
“invisibility” in reference to specifically avoiding race talk with White children when she 
observes that “children of color are learning about racism their whole life. It's White children 
that aren't learning about racism." In the same way that WME’s often obscure the Whiteness 
inherent in artworks by White artists (and perhaps at times over-emphasize an artist’s race if 
they are a person of color), we might also pay more attention to how, and if, we teach White 
children they are raced as well. 
Summary 
June offers an important perspective on utilizing VTS as a tool for anti-racist teaching in 
art museum. By contrast to the other participants, her institution uses the method nearly 
exclusively for their field trips, and has also made significant modifications to its usage to allow 
for its use in discussing artworks with racialized content. Because of this she brings particular 
considerations to ways a facilitator might honor students’ comments through language choices, 
as well as thoughts on how these modifications might serve a conversation about race that is 
guided by students, but that also address problematic comments as they arise. However, similar 
to Claire and Elizabeth she similarly struggles with word choice in her paraphrases, and how to 
balance staying close to the student’s intention and honoring their word choices, while also 





I submitted three tour reflections. I also spoke individually with Elizabeth, Claire, and 
June in follow up Zoom conversations. The four of us also spoke again together during our 
Zoom focus group conversation. The following pulls aspects from these reflections that speak to 
considerations about Whiteness in my teaching. 
In my introduction to participants in the digital sphere, I shared some of my interests in 
pursuing this research: 
I first got interested in [the relationship between] Whiteness and museum education when 
I was working at the Whitney [The Whitney Museum of American Art] a while ago, 
when they first opened their new downtown building. I remember their first exhibition [in 
the new building] was super political, tons of works that touched explicitly on race and 
racism. My initial reaction then was wondering about the docents: How were these 
(mostly older, retired, White [people], typical docent demographics) going to interpret 
these art works for visitors? Were they going to avoid them entirely? If not, what were 
those conversations going to look like? At some point I realized it wasn’t just docents or 
folks of “that demographic” that would be limited by their Whiteness, but every White 
educator trying to have these conversations. These questions sort of germinated a whole 
quest to figure out the ways that White peoples’ Whiteness affected their teaching about 
race/racism. 
Because of my responsibility as both researcher and participant, I found myself in a position to 
start us off, and model what vulnerable, reflexive work might look like in the context of our 
digital sphere.  
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The first reflection I shared concerned a critical moment during a tour of White artist 
Roger Brown’s work with a group of about 20 “super smart, racially diverse 12th graders.” I was 
not observed by anyone, but I had previously reflected on this moment by myself. The moment I 
focused on in my written reflection for the digital sphere occurred at an installation where the 
exhibition curators reinstalled some ceramic pottery Brown had collected and showcased in one 




Note. Brown, R. (2019). Museum of Arts and Design, New York, NY, United States. 
This is the way I described the moment to the group: 
So the way I talk about this display area section is that Brown felt really inspired by local 
artisans and folk artists, and you can see these influences in his work. Like I thought it 
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was cool that this White guy was so into this pottery. During our discussion a woman of 
color in the group asked me if these ceramicists were named on the label, and 1-2 of her 
friends (also women of color) joined the conversation. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t really 
thought about how messed up it is that of course they aren’t. In the moment I wanted to 
really raise it up as A THING, but then felt at a loss as to what to say besides, welp that 
sucks. I did a dumb like "moment of recognition" of these artists, and said like one 
sentence about how museums are notoriously bad at acknowledging the labor of women 
of color but I know it wasn’t enough. I thanked the students after for bringing it up to me. 
The most I felt I could do in the moment was express my gratitude for their making 
me/the group think about something I hadn't noticed before. My biggest regret is that the 
show came down very soon after and I never got a chance to teach this section through 
this lens. 
While I was gratified that the students brought up a very important question, in turn 
opening up an equally important discussion of women’s labor, folk art, patriarchy, and racism in 
the museum world, I recall being unable in the moment to engage in more thoughtful discussion 
of these issues. I think this moment stuck out to me because for me, it was a rare moment of a 
student illuminating some political nuance in the artwork (in this case lack of citation or 
acknowledgment of the labor of women of color that went into this installation), which is 
something I am used to bringing up to students. I go on to wonder whether, or rather which, 
aspects of Whiteness influenced my decision to only briefly acknowledge this injustice and move 
on to the stops on the tour that I had planned, instead of engaging in a longer discussion on this 
very important, albeit unplanned issue: 
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I've been thinking about my Whiteness in terms of pedagogical choices--surely it was my 
Whiteness that inhibited my ability to make the connection between these WOC [women 
of color] artists and lack of recognition of their labor in the first place. Was it my 
Whiteness that told me I needed to stick to the plan (there's def something cultural about 
White people and sticking to schedule) and move on so we could have time to do x, y, 
and z? To prioritize x, y and z over this important conversation? When I lesson plan I 
don't leave extra time in there for unanticipated important conversations, and in my head 
I was like, ah I can't do this justice in the time we have. But maybe in the context of most 
museum teaching (i.e., different from classroom contexts), we can always rely on that 
time issue as an excuse to not discuss something because time is so often limited.  
In my reflection, I am quick to see how my Whiteness might have impacted my ability to see the 
injustice pointed out to me by the students. I am less certain however about whether Whiteness’s 
cultural sense of urgency (Okun & Jones, 2001) also affected my choices here, noting that a 
WME can always rely on the limitedness of time on a field trip to not to discuss something 
further. I suggest that my impulse to “stick to the plan” might also be impacted by a sense that I 
would not have been able to “do this [have a conversation about not citing women of color in this 
context] justice in the time we have,” which perhaps prompted me to not really try at all.  
I then go on to also wonder if it was not so much a perceived lack of time or urgency as 
much as a perceived conflict between my plan for the tour, and incorporating some unplanned 
content brought in from the students that might have affected my ability to engage more 
thoughtfully: 
But if I'm being honest, in this moment I'm not sure it was about lack of time as much as 
an inability to pivot and be flexible in response to a student bringing up a critical issue. 
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Like I'm so used to my being the one to do that, to asking the questions that will guide a 
conversation a certain way. But when a student brings the issue, I don't know--I think in 
this moment I lacked the skills or imagination to pivot, be flexible, talk about something 
in a new way. I just felt blocked. Whether that's my Whiteness or just me as an educator 
is a question, but I think there's something about Whiteness's over reliance on the 
individual (my knowledge, my plan) vs. community that may have also impacted my 
teaching here. 
In parsing out aspects of Whiteness from what might be my limitations as an educator (i.e., not 
influenced by Whiteness per se, if that is possible), I wonder whether aspects of White culture 
that I had read about, in particular a sense of individualism over the collective (Okun & Jones, 
2001), might also be at play in this moment. It may be worth noting how while I perceive that so 
many aspects of my museum education training emphasize student comments leading the tour, 
here an unplanned student response derailed my approach. I wonder what this says about the 
student comments that I do seamlessly integrate. It is possible that I have come to expect certain 
responses to my questions and have an expectation for how the tour will go before it even 
begins--not exactly the most student-centered approach to teaching. 
In response to this post Elizabeth shared a reflection on her experience with Jackie, the 
teacher who wanted to take an inappropriate picture with her students. For Elizabeth, this 
moment surfaced questions around politeness, deference to teachers, and prioritizing her own 
comfort. This framing resonated for me, as it pushed me to consider my choices in the same way: 
a prioritization of my own comfort: 
I hadn't thought about this "teachers' pet" quality in terms of my Whiteness and teaching 
but you're so right! I think in fact actually I have been trained to defer to the teacher in so 
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many ways. Like I was reviewing what I had written and the fact that because the teacher 
had wanted to talk about the creative process meant to me that I could effectively "skip" 
political content is.... super White of me. When do we decide to stand up to a teacher and 
what does that look like? (emphasis original) 
I elaborated during our focus group conversation on how much deference to teachers plays into 
my takeaways from my museum education training, referring to a required course for my MA in 
Museum Education that focused specifically on K-12 programming in museums. I shared that it 
“felt very hammered into me” that our role as museum educators was to “do everything I can to 
support the teacher.” I continue to reflect that during the course of my career I very much 
internalized the idea that teachers’ jobs are very hard, with “the implication being, so much 
harder than yours [i.e., mine as a museum educator],” contributing again to this “dynamic” that 
museum educators are there to support teachers--and definitely not the other way around. 
I continue to share an example (unrelated to race) of how this deference shows up in my 
work, when teachers insist on lining their students up by gender (i.e., a boys line and a girls 
line).40 I suggest that “I should really consider myself an advocate for those kids who have 
questions about their gender [or don’t see themselves fitting within a gender binary] and are 
uncomfortable choosing a line, in the same way that we should consider ourselves advocates for 
the artist and POC students in your [Elizabeth’s] example [of the teacher lining up kids as if they 
are refugees at the border wall].” I go on to say that the next time I should say something like, 
 
40 Often classroom teachers, particularly with younger students, have classroom practices to help 
manage the class and save time. Teachers with large classrooms (NYC classes can often include 
more than 30 students) often come up with ways to line students up to quickly travel from one 
place to another in an organized fashion. While not every teacher uses gender to do this, I have 




“actually in this museum we line up by ???," but also admit that “in my head I can hear myself 
saying it, but in the moment the fear (of what?? I'll get bad feedback?) is hard to surmount.” Here 
I empathize with the fear and avoidance that comes with disagreeing with the classroom teacher, 
but also question where this fear comes from: What would happen if we confront teachers on 
aspects of their teaching that we find problematic? Perhaps an argument, perhaps we get negative 
feedback. But what are the potential positive impacts for students that could come out of an 
interaction like that? 
It seems that a tangled combination of prioritizing my own plan, my own comfort, and 
deference to the teacher’s desire to “discuss creative process” affected my choice to move on 
more quickly from a political, potentially tense conversation regarding Brown’s work. It is worth 
noting though that the conversation we ended up not having need not have been tense, nor did 
the teacher indicate a desire to not discuss political content. These are my own perceptions that I 
was responsible for acting on. 
Ideas around sticking to a lesson plan, and staying close to what I remember from my 
museum education training comes up again in reference to object selection, the process by which 
a museum educator selects which objects to include on a tour. Object selection was a main topic 
of discussion for my second reflection, which focused on a tour I gave with an unexpectedly 
small group of participants (only four students, plus two chaperones, who felt like participants 
because of the size of the group) of nontraditional age high school students.41 I was observed by 
my supervisor Pia. The students were all Black and/or Latinx, as well as one Filipina chaperone 
and one White chaperone. I had chosen three objects that I felt spoke the theme I had pre-
 
41 This group was from a program that supports “nontraditional” students, in this case students 




selected for the tour, which I described as “tension in art or two different things being true at the 
same time”: one by Bojana Ginn (2019) that is “totally abstract and visually compelling,” and 
that I felt was “sort of hard to not teach if you’re in that space, if that makes sense,” given its 
central location and brightly lit design (Figure 12). The second was a quilt by Bisa Butler (2018) 
(Figure 13), and the third was a more conceptual artwork by Helen Lee (2018) (Figure 14). 
Figure 12 
Praising Softness / Pink Gluons on the Small of Her Back [Installation] 
 






Les Sapeurs [Quilt] 
 








Note. Lee, H. (2018). Museum of Arts and Design, New York, NY, United States 
In my reflection I noted that my observer Pia had commented after the tour that “she 
appreciated the mix [of artworks] noting the ‘magic’ of the ‘open endedness’ of the more 
abstract/conceptual works that did not touch explicitly on race.” She also suggested that given 
the theme of my tour, I might have considered stopping at a different artwork in the same show 







Casting III (from “BODYWARP”) [Video installation] 
 
Note. Allegra, I. (2017). Museum of Arts and Design, New York, NY, United States 
I reflected on this choice: 
I could have gone to a highly conceptual work by another Black artist but a part of me 
felt that a) I hate how I need to provide lots of info to help with meaning making with 
conceptual works, feels disempowering and b) is it tokenizing to take the Black visitors 
to see the Black artist? And how do you not teach the pink and White fluffy lit up piece 
in the middle of the floor [Figure 12], and if I don’t what impact does that have? 
Considering my choice of objects pushed me to further consider what else might behind these 
decisions: 
I go to the [Butler] quilt [Figure 13] that’s super visually compelling and easy to decode 
by viewers for pedagogical reasons that I was taught in school: set students up for success 
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[by choosing something they can decode mostly by themselves], use something narrative 
and developmentally appropriate, contextual information should nuance understandings, 
not provide a single answer. I just feel like once you get past the “what do you notice” 
about something conceptual, I get to this place of needing to provide “the answer,” so I 
avoid those works, regardless of the artists’ race. But this orientation is shaped by a 
White academic context; what am I missing out on as a person, an educator, and what are 
my students missing out on if I don’t take on the work to make those more conceptual 
works by POC artists accessible? Does this have to do with my Whiteness, my lack of 
training, laziness? 
Here, I suggest that my training informs my decisions to choose artworks that are easier for 
visitors to decode in order to ensure more comfortable conversations for myself as a facilitator. 
While there are aspects of my training that I do think influenced my choices, I also think it is 
worth pointing out that the Lee piece (Figure 14) is also highly conceptual, and yet I frequently 
brought groups there. This reflects a paradox in my reasoning to avoid conceptual work by a 
Black artist.   
It is possible that elements of anti-Blackness are at play here; in our focus group 
conversation, I acknowledged that often White people avoid naming Blackness because “it 
almost feels like we're saying something racist because of the negativity that's become associated 
with it.” While I’m not sure I experience discomfort naming Blackness per se in my teaching, my 
avoiding this particular artwork might speak to internalized anti-Blackness and discomfort 
around teaching artworks that feel out of my grasp as a result. 
Part of my reasoning for selecting the objects I did for this tour also speaks to fears 
around “tokenizing” visitors of color, and assuming that predominantly Black and/or Latinx 
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groups (or groups of any race) want particularly to see artworks made by artists of the same race 
and/or cultural background. This concern around what artworks might be “best” for students of 
color is nuanced in another post I wrote following a conversation with my dissertation sponsor, 
Dr. Hubard around an imperative the participants in the digital sphere might feel to discuss race, 
and whether this is always an appropriate choice. I wrote: 
My advisor [Dr. Hubard] made a good point I thought in our last conversation about the 
ethics of having potentially difficult or traumatic conversations about race/racism with 
students of color in the short period of time we see them. She (nor I) have answers, but I 
think it's a point well taken that not every group NEEDS to discuss racism when it's so 
much of their lived experience (esp from us), esp if it's a group that already feels unsafe 
and uncomfortable in our spaces. And maybe it's yet another manifestation of Whiteness 
that informs our choice to have it (ie, I think it's important so we're doing it). 
While I suggest that we may not necessarily “have answers” to what might be best for a given 
group, I go on to suggest that “maybe sometimes avoidance isn't avoidance, perhaps it's like an 
actually radical choice in some contexts to, for example, encourage students from 
disenfranchised backgrounds to choose what artworks we discuss and what they think is 
important about them and not force a conversation about racism if they aren't feeling it that day.”  
Assumptions about students’ needs and how they relate to object selection came up again 
in the digital sphere, where I suggest that perhaps there is a difference between artworks “that 
represent racial trauma from ones that celebrate cultures of color,” and that this may also play 
into choices for different demographics:  
I have to admit I frequently select artworks that do more celebrating/resisting over ones 
that center trauma (I can't think of another word for it, but for example a Kehinde Wiley 
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[Figure 16]/Kerry James Marshall vibe over say Kara Walker [Figure 17]?) because I 
think it's a) the easier conversation with no other context for the tour if it's a one off field 
trip and b) lends to uplift rather than a sympathy oriented approach that can be easy to 
slip into... But it's also not to say that maybe there aren't also moments when students of 
color want to get into a discussion of the trauma, also an act of resistance. So for me the 
question is how do I figure out what is best for this group at this time. 
Figure 16 
Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps [Painting] 
 




Christ’s Entry into Journalism [Drawing] 
 
Note. Walker, K. (2017). Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 
Here I differentiate between objects that, to me, speak to resistance (like Wiley’s work), or 
celebration of a culture of color, and ones that, to me, speak more about a collective racial 
trauma (like Walker’s). I suggest that I gravitate towards the former, but even in my defense of 
this choice, you can hear my equivocation: It is “easier” in the context of a field trip, and it might 
be argued that a conversation about resistance is easier to facilitate than one about trauma 
(especially as White person). Adding on the limitations we encounter by the lack of time we 
have with each group (most tours run about an hour at most), with students we have never met 
before and may never see again further inhibits WME’s abilities to know what a group might 
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benefit from most. While I allow that for some students, discussions of racial trauma may be 
exactly the type of resistance they would benefit from, I conclude that how this is determined 
(i.e., what a group wants or needs) remains an open question. 
Assumptions about students also played into ideas around discipline, and what our 
expectations are around how students should behave while on a tour. I shared that I was “struck 
by how Pia began our conversation by noting that sometimes the students weren’t always 
demonstrably paying attention or actively participating (I noticed a lot of them taking pictures or 
using their phones), but still felt everyone was engaged nonetheless.” This was interesting to me 
because I never got the impression students were not paying attention; in my reflection I wrote 
that Pia and I spoke about “how I think a lot about different levels of participation,” and that “I 
can pretty readily tell the difference between someone distracted by the artwork (which is good), 
and someone distracted by something else (less good).” I further shared that I am not an educator 
who “need[s] eyes on me 100% of the time from every person because I know people experience 
things in different ways.” The conversation moved on, but towards the end, Pia came back to this 
idea again that she felt I did a good job keeping everyone engaged despite the group being 
potentially, in her words, “not super easy to grab” and which in “other circumstances might have 
been standoffish.” In the moment I did not ask what she meant (likely an unfortunate result of 
being observed by my boss and wanting to take the points!), but I still wonder what she meant by 
saying that this group might not be “super easy to grab,” and reflected on some possible 
implications: 
Did she mean because of our differences, in terms of age/race/gender? Or it’s possible 
she was referencing the fact some of them were on their phones sometimes, hence 
seeming standoffish? I think what struck me upon reflection is that I didn’t experience 
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them that way at all! Like to me I was thrilled that it was a smaller group, which I’m not 
used to, because it meant we could just… have a conversation, as opposed to me feeling 
like I needed to be in charge. Yes, some students were more talkative than others, but I 
never felt like anyone was not engaged. Either way, it makes me wonder how much do 
[Pia’s] comments have to do with her own biases about how students should be on tour? 
Or assumptions about how she thought they were going to be with me, a White woman? 
To me, this aspect of our reflection speaks to perceptions WME’s can bring to groups that are 
predominantly of color (perhaps specifically men of color, specifically Black and Latinx men), 
and how race plays into conceptions of group management. 
Group management was also a primary focus for my reflection for my second tour 
observation. This observation was of a tour with about 15 Black and Latinx high school students. 
This time I was observed by a friend and colleague at the museum, Jay. I wrote in my reflection 
for the digital sphere that I noticed that “several students were very vocal, some were not, and 
there was a lot of talking over each other, side comments, etc.” I “perceived all comments as 
being related to the work and a function of being excited about it, so I sort of let it happen?” I go 
on to say that with younger students, “I might have laid down the law,” but with this group, for 
me at the time “it just felt righter [sic] to be more casual, follow their lead.” I so much allowed 
the students to dictate the tour that we ended up discussing Ginn’s (2019) piece described above 
(Figure 12) because they were drawn to it, instead of what I had planned on doing, which was 
discussing a Mexican sculptor who explores his Latinx identity in his work. This is the beginning 
of my reflection regarding this choice: 
I know these choices (avoiding being too discipline-y and following students’ lead) stems 
from a couple places probably: 1) personality (I’m just not a disciplinarian, it takes a lot 
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to get me upset, etc), 2) how I was taught to teach (be responsive to students), and 
probably mostly 3) sensitivity to being perceived as a typical too strict White 
lady/genuinely wanting POC students to feel comfortable in this space, so if they want to 
talk to their friends about the artwork instead of the group conversation, that’s really fine 
with me.  
Similar to my reflection on my decision making regarding the critical moment concerning 
Roger Brown’s uncited collection of ceramics (Figure 11), here I suspect that my decisions are 
influenced by a number of factors, including personality, training, and avoiding certain aspects of 
teaching that I have come to associate with Whiteness, such as “strictness.” While this all may be 
true, I continued in my reflection to share that “it’s hard to know where for example, personality 
ends and my Whiteness begins.” Jay had suggested that “it might just be ME, separate from my 
Whiteness.” I shared that I did not push back on this idea in the moment, but “to me those three 
aspects influence each other AND the whole point of all of this is that WE DON’T KNOW fully 
how our Whiteness impacts our work so for all we know Whiteness is absolutely present here 
and frankly we should assume it is in all we do (alongside personality, training, etc etc etc).” 
While the concept of how something like “personality” comes to be may fall outside the scope of 
this research, I think it suffices to say that I struggled here, as I did throughout data generation, 
with parsing out aspects of my teaching and decision making that may be derived from being 
steeped in cultural Whiteness, and what may derive from me being me. 
It may also be possible that in my avoiding aspects of Whiteness (e.g., being too strict or 




She [Jay] basically posed the question: What do I/students lose when I either a) don’t 
strictly impose a one-conversation format and b) let students essentially choose what we 
talk about? She had noted a student comment that made a connection between material 
(cotton) and her ancestors, that I didn’t hear, because I was allowing students to talk over 
each other in that moment. What a missed opportunity! I don’t know exactly what she 
[the student] meant necessarily, but I imagine it was an important connection between her 
own experience and this artwork. Jay suggested that maybe the quieter students, or the 
ones who are engaging on the sidelines with each other rather than the group 
conversation are that way because perhaps they either feel uncomfortable in the space, or 
don’t know how to engage with the artworks, or are bored, or whatever. If I allow the 
vocal students to take over, then I’m leaving some students behind, or not supporting 
their learning in a direct way. AND, we ended up not seeing work that might have been 
relevant to many of them in favor of the cooler looking one. Basically her suggestion was 
that instead of conveying that I care through easing up on discipline and letting them 
choose, I might actually be able to convey that I care through mandating certain 
behaviors or conversations (ie, I’m calling on you because I care about what you think, 
I’m making us raise hands because I care that everyone hears each other, I really think we 
should discuss this artwork instead of that one because I care about your learning, etc). 
Jay is wondering if ideas or teaching goals like “caring” might be communicated in different 
ways; while I had assumed that this group would appreciate more space to talk amongst 
themselves and choose what work they would like, there are pedagogical costs to these choices. I 
missed a salient student comment because I created a context where it was okay for students to 
speak over each other, and I avoided a conversation about Latinx identity by allowing students to 
231 
 
choose a different artwork that while more visually compelling might not have been as relevant 
to their interests.  
Jay’s points may also speak to concerns around making assumptions about pedagogy; 
that being student-centered does always mean free choice, or that notions of discipline and 
strictness may not be the influences of Whiteness, but rather attempts at collective dialogue, 
making sure quieter students feel heard, comfortable, and respected, ways to signal that 
everyone’s learning depends on each other. Jay may be suggesting a counterpoint to mine and 
Elizabeth’s concerns around being perceived as the mean, White (often woman) figure that may 
be familiar to them: Is discipline or group management always “mean”? Or is it sometimes a way 
to show care and respect? 
Ideas around avoiding the archetypical “mean White lady,” or “Karen”42 persona surfaces 
also in my follow up conversation with Elizabeth. I brought up my observations from my 
reflections around group management that, “discipline is like very racialized for me,” and openly 
admitted that, “I am definitely meaner to White kids.” I mention how in my city, I often see 
White students who I consider to be “entitled,” and shared an anecdote about one White student 
in a recent workshop that I taught that I thought illustrated this mentality: 
It was a mostly White group and he [a White student] like--it was collage and they have 
glue sticks. They had everything they needed and he needed tape because he didn't like 
glue sticks and I was like, I don't accept that, just use the stuff that’s there. 
I follow this by saying that if it were a Black student, “I might have responded differently,” 
saying that “I start to feel like, I want to give you everything! I don't know, like maybe that's 
 
42 The name Karen has recently come to be used as a pejorative term, originating in the Black 




weird, like a very like White savior-y approach. I don't know.” It seems clear that I approach 
teaching White students and students of color differently in terms of how much leniency during 
group conversations I afford, how generous I am with supplies, and surely other aspects of 
teaching that have not occurred to me yet.  
Mine and Elizabeth’s conversation about White lady saviorism continued; later in our 
conversation, in response to Elizabeth’s comment that part of her practice involves “trying to be 
the good White person,” I readily agree that, “I also like to contrast myself with like, I'm the nice 
teacher compared to your [i.e., students of color’s] mean one.” I continue to reflect on the 
possibility that, given what I knew already from the literature (Matias, 2016) on racist teachers 
who join the profession believing fully that they are good people--in fact that is why they decide 
to become teachers--that perhaps WME’s are leaning even further into this mentality: 
So it was like already a layer of, I'm trying to be a good person, and now like museum 
education is like a step--I don't know, like a step removed--no, like a step further into like 
leaning into the niceness. Like I don't want to be a classroom teacher because that seems 
like too much work, but I like museum education because I get to be like, I get to be 
nice… and then I get to say goodbye! I don't know. That's not why people become 
museum educators but I'm just thinking now it's like if classroom teaching is already 
where people want to be like nice White saviors then we're you know, we're extending 
that, we're leaning in deeper.  
It occurs to me during our conversation that my behaviors indicated above, such as being 
stricter with White students and giving more supplies to students of color may stem from the 
very same places that compel other White women saviors to become educators. I wonder if, 
given my perceived sense that museum education is easier than classroom teaching (recalling 
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again this internalized aspect from my training), that perhaps my actions and decision to become 
a museum educator further “lean in” to the archetype of nice White lady. In other words, I 
suggest that I get to be “the nice one” while doing less work! In hindsight I think there might be 
some truth to this; if I do encounter a student on a tour with a genuine behavioral problem, I am 
arguably less responsible for engaging in direct discipline strategies to manage them than their 
teacher who they see every day. And while I do not ask them to, classroom teachers often take on 
the role of disciplinarian during field trips, allowing me to focus on carrying out the “fun” parts 
of the tour, further contributing to a perceived sense of White saviorism “niceness” on the part of 
WME’s.   
Elizabeth and I also touched on other aspects of our teaching that shift depending on the 
demographics of our groups. Elizabeth had mentioned feeling “awkward” when teaching 
predominantly White groups with just a few students of color, and feeling “hyper aware” in those 
moments to try and avoid making too much eye contact with them when discussing race. This 
immediately resonated with me, as I had just taught a field trip program with a group of 9th 
graders that included, from what I could perceive, one Black student and the rest appeared to be 
White. In our conversation I admitted to similarly feeling this awareness, so much so that I 
would look to this student frequently, seeking her reaction as an indication of approval or 
disapproval of what I was saying:  
Hannah: I'm smiling and nodding because my last group was ninth graders and there was 
one Black girl.  
Elizabeth: Yeah.  
Hannah: And I'm like, yeah, I can't, like--I, I looked at her for her reaction. Like if I said 
something wrong or something. And like obviously she's awkward or I’m awkward and 
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making her awkward, so yeah. 
This “awkwardness” is one way to characterize my discomfort when engaging in race talk with 
predominantly White groups with a small number of students of color. In these contexts, I echo 
Elizabeth’s sense of “hyper awareness” around how I talk about race, given that my audience is 
mixed and what I say will land differently depending on the student’s race. For this reason, I am 
more compelled to look to students of color as a check to make sure what I am saying is “wrong” 
or not. 
Finally, another aspect of avoidance in my teaching that came up during data generation 
involves discussions of power and cultural difference, particularly with younger students. In my 
response to Elizabeth’s reflection in the digital sphere that in large part treated her avoidance 
naming Whiteness with her White students (especially the boys), I suggest that I might also 
engage in similar behaviors: 
I think I do it [naming Whiteness] in too-safe ways, like it's one thing for me to talk about 
White Spanish colonizers at [one of my museums], but that happened a long time ago and 
very easy for White kids to miss the contemporary connection to themselves (especially 
if I don't make it for them). 
I describe my typical approach to discussions of difference as “too-safe,” because I do not 
necessarily link Whiteness’ historical impact with contemporary vestiges of colonization and 
how White people continue to be complicit in colonizing mentalities. Elizabeth and I pick up 
again on this conversation in our one-on-one, where I describe my teaching approach at one of 
my museums for programming that centers around holiday celebrations (e.g., Dia de los 
Muertos, Three Kings Day) for younger children. For these programs we typically focus on 
aspects of these holidays that are largely universal (gift giving, special foods, noting of life cycle 
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events) and our own culture’s customs therein as a way to celebrate our commonalities and also 
the breadth of our differences. In describing this approach though, I reflect that “it also starts to 
feel a lot like, you know, 90s, 00s multiculturalism, like we're all the same and everything and 
doesn't get at you know, power and inequity and which I think little kids get.” Here I wonder if 
my approach is enough to really address power inequities at play in the formation of these 
cultural practices, for example the effect of colonization on Latin American Indigenous groups 
that forced them to syncretize their pre-existing traditions around death and harvest with 
European and Catholic practices and forgo several of their own pre-existing customs as a result.  
That said, in our focus group conversation, in response to the teacher’s comment that 
Elizabeth shared with us that indicated a sense that Woman Work was too mature for her 
students, I responded that I wondered if this teacher was perhaps right--that while yes, little kids 
can and should learn about racism, an hour or 45 minute experience led by someone they will 
only see during that one tour might not either be the best format to convey that content for that 
age group, or any age group for that matter. In other words, I suggest the problem might not be a 
question of developmental appropriateness, but rather one of format.  
Limitations of time, particularly the format of a one-off field trip is a theme I return to 
repeatedly during data generation. I connect my choice to discuss Whiteness in “too-safe” ways 
described above to constraints posed by limited time: “It's also a question of time--like you mean 
I need to make students feel comfortable in a new space, ask genuinely open ended questions, 
bring in contextual information, but make sure it's developmentally appropriate, acknowledge 
our privilege, and also consider steps to address our complicity? In 45 minutes??” This is not the 
first time I suggest there might be a tension at play between time limitations and achieving anti-
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racist goals. I shared an anecdote with the digital sphere that I thought illustrated some of these 
tensions: 
[During pilot data gathering] I was shadowing an educator touring work by a Black artist 
named Derrick Adams whose main inspiration was the Green Book.43 And I think we got 
like 30 mins into the tour before the Green Book was even mentioned because sometimes 
that's how long it takes to fully exhaust the initial open ended questions we were all 
taught to ask: what do we notice, what's going on, what's jumping out, etc. And super 
important learning happens during those open ended conversations but like... I guess it's 
always a trade off. What are we not doing, what information are we not getting, what 
insights, etc., etc. are we missing if we don't center contextual information, 
ESPECIALLY when it's about topics and themes that represent an important 
counternarrative.  
I note that while “super important learning” happens in those initial minutes when students are 
asked to share their initial observations, typically without any contextual information, it is 
possible that students miss out if time is not also spent on relevant contextual information.  
I had also brought up limitations of time earlier in our thread dedicated to finalizing our 
observation and reflection protocols for this study. Claire had asked for examples of what it 
might look like to "model critique of White supremacy, and ways to shift from a guilt mentality 
to ownership of action (for White students)," a quality of anti-racist teaching included on the 
observation protocol of this study. I responded that it was a great question, arguably “one of the 
hardest parts of this.” I recommended a couple of readings, including one by Matias (2016) who: 
 
43 Short for The Negro Motorist Green Book by Victor Hugo Green, written for Black travelers 
during the Jim Crow era that indicated places (restaurants, hotels, gas stations, entire towns, etc) 
that were considered safe for Black patronage. 
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does talk about "planting a seed" (p. 150), and maybe that's something we can think about 
in our teaching with the time we have available. It's one thing to have a conversation that 
contributes to White students' awareness of their Whiteness, but that is not the same thing 
necessarily as moving to action and honestly, I'm not sure I've ever successfully done that 
on a tour. But something to work towards! 
Here, relatively early on in data generation I introduce a suspicion that I had had for some time 
that while one-off tours and field trips might be able to “plant seeds” towards anti-racism, 
moving students to an “ownership of action” mindset in that context might be a more elusive 
goal, according to my own experience. 
In a later thread, I bring this tension up again, this time noting a perceived discrepancy 
between theory as related in the literature and my practice: 
everything, EVERYTHING that is written about authentic democratic/critical/anti-racist 
pedagogies waxes eloquent about disrupting hierarchies and being responsive to students 
and co-learning and everyone is an expert etc., etc, and I'm all for it but I'm also like okay 
cool I also have 30 first graders and 45 minutes so... It does make me wonder whether 
museum pedagogies (or maybe I should say specifically, museum one-off field trip 
pedagogies) are built for true authentic democratic teaching. 
Here I jump to wondering whether the field trip format is even capable of supporting the “true 
authentic democratic teaching” required for anti-racist teaching given the time constraints 
involved.  
My perceptions of the limitedness of field trips comes up yet again in a later, separate 
thread soliciting from the participants their own ideas about main points from our discussions in 
the digital sphere that jump out for them. I responded to Claire and Elizabeth’s points around still 
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feeling uncertain about how to discuss Whiteness with White students, particularly low-income 
ones. I refer to, and attach an article (European-American Collaborative Challenging Whiteness, 
2012) in my post that I thought “sums up the challenges of this work,” and that “also made me 
think that these challenges are that much more amplified in a field trip context”: 
Basically the authors suggest that the differentiations within Whiteness make it hard to 
address on any individual level (ie, a one-size fits all approach will get some people but 
not all). Perhaps if we were classroom teachers, had more time, and really knew our 
students we would be able to customize our approach(es). So in our work we have to 
make our best guess [about] what type of pushing a group needs, push as hard as seems 
possible, while also trying to do all the other things we want to accomplish on a tour. 
Again, I make an explicit link between feeling unable to fully carry the responsibilities involved 
in enacting anti-racist pedagogies, here specifically with White students, with the limitations of 
the field trip format. This time I focus more on an inability to get to know White students well 
enough to feel as though I am truly offering something they need. I characterize this as 
“pushing”--if I knew the students better I might know better how far along they are towards 
developing positive White identities, how much time they have spent critically understanding 
their Whiteness, and how I might best support that process. 
Summary  
My avoidance techniques range from at times prioritizing my own lesson plan over 
unplanned student comments to an ingrained deference towards teachers that can also dictate 
what I do and do not prioritize on a tour. My Whiteness also plays a significant role in my ideas 
about object selection, ultimately noting that the format of the field trip is not conducive to 
supporting the type of museum educator-classroom teacher partnerships required for knowing 
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what artworks a student group might benefit most from. I also reflect on ways Whiteness impacts 
my ideas about discipline, acknowledging how White saviorism may be affecting my choices.  
Other Findings: White Consumption of Art by Artists of Color 
In addition to reflections on our teaching and the design of the study, we also shared 
ideas about the role of White artists in investigating Whiteness. Claire first brought this up in the 
digital sphere, sharing that “I have been thinking a lot about how artists respond to their 
Whiteness in their work,” and then asked for recommendations, acknowledging that “I've yet to 
come across any artists who are actively responding to how their Whiteness is constructed.” 
Elizabeth responded that she also has “been struggling to think of an example,” but pointed us to 
resources from Claudia Rankine’s Racial Imaginary Institute,44 that features artworks that treat 
race, including some by White artists speaking to their Whiteness. I responded by similarly 
acknowledging that I too “can’t think of any [examples] off the top of my head,” and agreed that 
I have “been thinking so much about how Whiteness affects the way I talk about race when 
discussing objects that speak to POC cultures (and how much I learn from those art works) that I 
never thought wow, there is so little art out there supporting conversations about Whiteness per 
se.” But I also suggest that this question is not so different from the ones we asked about CWS in 
general: “Would Whiteness art by White artists just be taking up space, or picking up an 
important conversation and also taking some of the burden off POC artists to be the only ones 
who talk about race?”  
Elizabeth and I returned to this question in our follow up conversation on Zoom. I 
suggested again that it would be nice to have more artworks by White artists critiquing 
Whiteness, in addition to artists of color celebrating their own cultures and identities, which, 
 
44 See more here: https://theracialimaginary.org/ 
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while important might also “not necessarily [be] what White students need the most.” Elizabeth’s 
response and our following conversation brought in some of the nuance around White 
consumption of artwork by artists of color, particularly Black artists in the wake of the 2020 
summer uprisings: 
Elizabeth: Yeah. Actually, my partner [a person of color] and I have been talking about 
this. And I don't know what the answer is here, like being in [her region] and with 
performing arts, there's a lot of pressure to have more diverse representation on stages, 
right, but then you end up having these scenarios of Black artists or artists of color 
presenting their work often about Black pain to majority White audiences and [my 
partner] has decided he's like, I'm not doing anything at [her museum] ever again, I'm 
done. And I think the last thing we were out together was a comedy show and a Black 
comedian making jokes and then you see this like White audience laughing and you're 
like do you--like, why are you laughing, right? Like, I don't know. I don't trust that. 
Hannah: And is it changing anything? Like yeah, we're consuming it, but are we learning 
anything from it?  
Elizabeth: Like, that's what did it for me, right, was art more than anything, like reading 
literature, going, seeing movies like 12 Years a Slave or plays that are like that. But like 
those are educational for White people who can pretend that doesn't exist. And so is it a 
question like, there was a play put on by a local feminist theater group called Pipeline last 
fall, and there was a talk back afterwards and the actors were like, we were really 
interested in talking about this with majority White audiences. I was like okay, that I feel 
better about because they are doing this with this purpose. But when like yeah, how does 




Hannah: I mean, they must know-- 
Elizabeth: They must, right? 
Hannah: But I mean, but it's like a weird--I mean, if I'm an artist, I would, I figure I'd 
want to, I don't know. I would want to show--it's a hard choice. Like if you're an artist 
and you're concerned with who you're being consumed by and like wanting to, you know, 
be in a museum, it's like a horrible choice. It makes me think we should force, there 
should be like a mandatory exit interview thing. Where like, okay, thank you for 
consuming the Black art, what is one behavior you're going to change as a result or 
something. 
Elizabeth: [crosstalk] Like the Q&A. 
Hannah: Like no, you cannot leave the museum until. Like maybe we should do that? 
Here we are naming some of the tensions inherent in consuming, and even learning from 
art by artists of color. When an artist of color is openly interested in conversing with White 
audiences (such as the example Elizabeth gave above) that perhaps feels more comfortable than 
an artist of color who is not interested in creating for a White gaze, but given the demands of 
pursuing a career in the art world is forced into showing their work at places steeped in 
Whiteness.  
Chapter Summary: 
Each of the four WME’s demonstrated avoidance techniques, pointing to different 
aspects of our training, the limitations of the field trip format, our relationships with other adults 
in the group, as well as our own personal insecurities and fears broaching race talk with students. 
Some of these examples of avoidance may stem from assumptions we might be making about 
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both students of color as well as White students that might be limiting our ability to push our 
anti-racist teaching practices further with these audiences.  
We also briefly discussed the problematics of the White gaze in the consumption of art 
by artists of color, particularly Black ones, and consider the implications for our teaching, 
including a stated desire to see more works that critically treats Whiteness. 
The following chapter will discuss these findings alongside literature from museum and 
art education, anti-racist pedagogies, and anti-Blackness studies to provide some context for our 
avoidance tactics, and suggest some antidotes to deepen understandings of the relationships 




CHAPTER 5: Discussion of WME’s Narratives 
 
This chapter will provide some analysis of our findings expressed within our narratives. 
This discussion pertains to our first and second research questions, which ask: 
• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
The first sections describe our ideas about avoiding race talk or fully committing to anti-racist 
teaching practices alongside literatures from museum education, art education, and anti-racist 
pedagogies to contextualize these thoughts and provide some directions forward. The second 
looks to aspects of anti-Blackness that manifested in our teaching, anxieties around discussing 
Blackness with young children in particular, and how these ideas might inform our practices 
when discussing race with kids. The third section treats our findings related specifically to our 
second question regarding different considerations in our gallery teaching when working with 
groups with different racial makeups, looking first at considerations for students of color, 
followed by those for White audiences. 
Whiteness of Museum Education 
Throughout data generation, WME’s pointed to different challenges inherent in museum 
teaching as rationales for avoiding race talk, particularly in the context of a one-off tour, where 
we see students only once and for a brief period.  
These challenges were named in a couple different ways: 1) balancing our ideas about 
student-centered teaching with bringing in new information about racialized aspects of an 
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artwork that was not introduced by students first, 2) balancing when and how to relax the plan 
we have for our tours in order to accommodate unexpected opportunities for race talk, 3) lack of 
time to really know students well enough to develop relationships and understand what they 
might most benefit from during a tour; 4) knowing what objects might best serve a conversation 
about race/racism with which group; as well as 5) navigating relationships with other adult 
educators in the group, particularly classroom teachers. Each WME in this study pointed to at 
least one of these tensions as a way to explain how and/or why we may have avoided race talk, 
or did not feel able to push a critical point about race further with our students.  
However, many museum education scholars and practitioners (Antonisse; 2017; Brown et 
al., 2017; Chin; 2011; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; El-Amin & Cohen, 2018; Faden, 2007; Grim 
et al., 2017; Gude, 2007; Hoel, 2018; Hubard, 2007a; Hubard, 2007b; Kraehe, 2010; Levenson, 
2014; Monet, 2019; Wilson, 2019) also suggest opportunities within art and museum education 
pedagogies that may provide some ways of thinking around these perceived tensions, perhaps 
unknot these knots we have tied for ourselves, and open up opportunities in our anti-racist 
teaching that we did not necessarily know were there. This section will explore the relationship 
between the tensions we named and how they are reflected in the literature, and offer some 
suggestions based on this analysis.  
How and When to Bring in Contextual Information to Further Anti-Racist Teaching? 
All of the study participants spoke about different considerations in their teaching around 
balancing the importance of our perceptions of student-centered teaching with the demands of 
anti-racist teaching. Where anti-racist teaching demands a shared understanding of the history 
and context surrounding the content of a lesson (Dei & McDermott, 2014; Kehoe, 1994; 
Mansfield & Kehoe, 2014; McGregor, 1993; Tator & Henry, 1991), inserting the contextual 
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information that is often required for this can often feel as though it goes “against the grain,” in 
Claire’s words, of aspects of our training that recommend avoiding contextual information 
entirely (e.g., VTS), as well as pedagogies that suggest adding information only when 
participants ask “questions, stated or unstated,” that tell us “how and when to deploy 
information” (Burnham, 2011, p. 122). This perception of museum teaching for example gave 
Elizabeth pause when her students did not themselves name Civil Rights activists causing her to 
wonder what was her place to suggest them. This question also surfaced with Claire’s 
uncertainty around paraphrasing a student’s comment on the black and white nature of the 
photograph without alluding to the figure’s skin tone as well: What was Claire’s place to connect 
a student’s observation about the artwork’s medium to her teaching goals around race? Elizabeth 
similarly wondered whether she should have mentioned artist Gaignard’s biracial identity; the 
question of whether she even can bring up an essential contextual fact on her tour demonstrates 
how contentious this question can be for museum educators like the WME’s in this study, who 
were trained in museum pedagogies steeped in VTS and similarly constructivist approaches to 
museum education. Given our collective, and deep, backgrounds in VTS in particular, which is 
specifically designed to eliminate “information surround,” in order to prioritize participants’ 
ideas (Rice & Yenawine, 2002) it perhaps is not surprising that for some of us, a sense that we 
might be “leading students” to race talk can feel like it conflicts with aspects of our training.  
However, our backgrounds in VTS are not representative of the field as a whole, and in 
fact many museum education practitioners argue for museum pedagogies that move away from a 
traditional VTS model, and explicitly push an anti-racist agenda by emphasizing contextual 
information about the artist, and the cultural and historical significances behind it (Antonisse; 
2017; Brown et al., 2017; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; El-Amin & Cohen, 2018; Faden, 2007; 
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Grim et al., 2017; Hoel, 2018; Hubard, 2007a; Hubard, 2007b; Levenson, 2014; Monet, 2019). 
The literature review looked to culturally specific museums as well as museums with 
predominantly White collections to share multiple ways in which museum educators are 
demonstrating that not only is directing dialogue to racialized content possible, but it also can 
enrich and deepen visitor’s experiences not just with the objects but the institution itself. We (as 
participants and all WME’s in general) might ask ourselves to interrogate a little more closely 
how aspects of our training--particularly if it is a VTS-inspired approach--impact our orientations 
to facilitating anti-racist teaching, what conversations we might be avoiding, and why. 
Further we might consider ways that VTS-like approaches actually can be deployed for 
anti-racist thinking (Antonisse, 2017; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; Hoel, 2018; Monet, 2019), 
and ask ourselves how much we are relying on perceptions of the method to avoid race talk with 
museum audiences. Dewhurst and Hendrick (2016) remind us of the “familiar tools” of museum 
education, citing specifically the second question in the VTS method that asks, “What do you see 
that makes you say that?” noting that “at the root of this question is a belief in the value of 
multiple perspectives” (p. 27). They suggest that our familiar museum education tools can be 
applied as much to reinforce the status quo as they might be to interrogate our biases, suggesting 
that “we need only turn our own teaching tools to the work of examining race to begin the 
conversation” (p. 27). In other words, we need to stop waiting for permission to for example, 
point out connections between an artist’s creative choice to convey a portrait subject in black and 
white to their own racial identity, or insert our own suggestions for Civil Rights activists if 
students are not “going there” because 1) the permission exists and 2) even if it didn’t, we need 
to start taking more responsibility for making the choice to “go there” regardless of what 
discomfort it might cause us. 
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King & Swartz’s (2015) concept of eldering may be helpful here, which describes 
teacher-student relationships as one where educators might exercise “authentic authority,” 
wherein students experience their roles “as younger/learner with dignity,” (rather than subjects of 
our whims), as “teachers’ authority is not an attempt to have power over them, but to share the 
power of knowledge with them” (p. 33). I believe this we saw some of this “eldering” behavior 
in some of our reflections in the digital sphere; for example, while June was concerned around 
“policing” a student’s language in her paraphrase, by adding “Black” and using the student’s 
original usage of “African American,” she might have been simultaneously honoring the 
student’s language, while also bringing in some of her knowledge around the politicized nature 
of describing Black people for the benefit of the group. The concept of eldering may help us 
make sense of, and feel more comfortable with our choices to broach conversation topics that do 
not come from the students directly. We may reconsider our inserting of information not as an 
imposition, or to exercise power over our groups, but rather to share some information with them 
that we think will empower us all. 
How and When to Let Go of Our Plan? 
Another, related tension to inserting contextual information that came up during data 
generation is the balance between sticking to our “plan” (e.g., literally our lesson plans, object 
selection, sequencing, plan for how to discuss these works) and accommodating unexpected 
moments in our teaching that may demand moving away from that plan. We each approached 
our teaching with composed lesson plans, planned in advance what questions we will ask and in 
which order, even sometimes the precise wording. Despite beginning these conversations with 
open-ended questions about what students notice about an artwork, we had particular goals in 
mind, a “point” to the artwork that we hoped to convey and that we also hoped students learned 
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and remembered. For some of us, it was difficult to, in the moment, move away from these plans. 
Elizabeth shared the “panic” she experienced in reflecting on her supervisor’s suggestion that she 
let go of a “top down” approach she is used to, owing to the logistics involved (and additional 
time spent) on what that would mean. I similarly relate how challenging it was for me to 
incorporate students’ observations of inequity that I had not previously noticed on my tour of 
Brown’s work. While I initially wondered whether it was time constraints that prompted me to 
move away from that unplanned conversation, I eventually considered that it might have been 
my dependency on my plan that precluded my ability to more creatively accommodate these 
students’ ideas. 
Ironically perhaps, we seem to be collectively concerned both with what it might mean to 
“force” a conversation through a racialized lens by bringing in contextual information 
unprompted by the group, as well as what it might look like to loosen our plans to accommodate 
more productive race talk. In other words, we worry about imposing a discussion of race, but at 
the same time are worried about moments when the plan we are imposing goes awry. There is 
possibly contradiction here, a push and pull between us avoiding a “top-down” stance mandating 
that we should be talking about race, at the same time that we avoid a more “bottom up” view of 
student-centeredness that would require us to loosen our teaching approach to accommodate race 
talk if and when it comes up unexpectedly. Perhaps one way to read this is through the lens of 
White discomfort (Okun & Jones, 2001); we are reluctant to let go of the ways in which we have 
become comfortable leading tours in order to accommodate anti-racist teaching.  
These tensions seem to come back to questions of power: How do we reconcile 
professional expectations around writing detailed lesson plans, pre-planned, highly researched 
and intentional questions, and carefully sequenced pre-selected objects with what we know (and 
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believe in!) about the values of democratic, de-hierarchized teaching that authentically values 
student contributions? What room is there for student-centeredness when WME’s call all the 
shots, including the choice to explore Whiteness and race in ways that may be unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable for students? The WME’s in this study sensed, correctly, that we have a lot of 
power in our roles, which contributed to collective anxiety about how we wield it. We might 
remind ourselves that teaching is a partnership effort with our students, all the more so when 
engaged in anti-racist teaching. Indeed, many museum education scholars speak to the 
importance of co-constructed interpretations of artworks (Barrett, 2000; Burnham & Kai-Kee, 
2011a), and authentically listening to students not for what we want to hear but for what they are 
actually saying (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011a; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016). CWS scholars 
similarly advocate for a partnership stance with students of any race--that we are exploring 
critical views of Whiteness together (Berchini; 2017; Kitts, 2018). These stances acknowledge 
that both education and anti-racism is a process, it is often unpredictable, it can be hard, and 
further, that neither educator nor student need have all the answers all the time or get it right each 
attempt.  
The familiar tools of museum education that Dewhurst and Hendrick (2016) refer to that 
might be used to dismantle Whiteness in museums are also echoed in the CWS literature. For 
example, Burnham and Kai-Kee (2011b) remind us of the value of asking questions of visitors 
that we are genuinely interested in hearing the answers to, and that while “asking questions 
invites the students to think that they are part of a dialogue in which ideas are exchanged,” they 
will “catch on quickly that what the teacher wants them to say is what counts” (p. 101). This 
reminds me of King & Swartz’s (2015) approach to a question driven pedagogy, which should be 
employed in order to ask authentic questions of students that generate new knowledge, as 
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opposed to rehashing information that the educator expects, or already knows. Asking pedantic 
questions can undermine an authentic, respectful partnership between teacher and student (King 
& Swartz, 2015). Perhaps if WME’s in this study loosened the structuring of our lessons and 
questions it might contribute to less “tripping up” on our parts if/when that structure is 
undermined when for example, students would rather talk about ghosts, or ask an unplanned 
question about the uncited labor of women of color in an installation. If we saw ourselves in true 
partnerships with our students, we might have felt more comfortable co-learning at "eye level" 
with students, engaging with them where they were, perhaps capitalizing on mentions of ghosts 
to talk about feelings of invisibility experienced by Gaignard, or engaging more deeply with 
students in unplanned institutional critique (Kitts, 2018, p. 80).  
Lack of Time 
The above limitations around bringing in contextual information and sticking to a plan 
are closely related to the limited time frame of the traditional single visit field trip format. Even 
if WME’s could figure out a way to balance the observations of the group with contextual 
information about an artwork, and open up complex and potentially emotional dialogues about 
these works, doing so with 25-30 students we have just met within a 45-60 minute tour can be 
difficult, if not impossible.  
One important element of this tension is the fact that in the context of one-off programs it 
is nearly impossible to know our students as well as the literature on anti-racist teaching would 
suggest (Berchini, 2017; King & Swartz, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Laughter; 2011; Lipsitz; 
2018; Tatum, 2017). Literature on culturally responsive and anti-racist pedagogies urges 
educators to develop authentic relationships with their students, as well as their families and 
community in order to really understand where their students are coming from, and what they 
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might benefit from in the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Tatum, 2017; Valenzuela, 1999). 
Classroom and university teachers benefit from an entire academic year with their students and 
families; professors have at least a semester with their PST’s, and even then demonstrate 
difficulties in developing these relationships (Mason, 2016; McIntyre, 1997; Sleeter, 2001). 
Often the only information we have about a group before we meet them is their grade and school. 
From there we may make assumptions about the students based on the neighborhood they are 
coming from, or past experiences with that school. With that limited information, as was 
mentioned multiple times during data generation, we can’t know our students well enough to 
really know what kind of "pushing" would benefit them most, or whether they need to even be 
pushed at all. It becomes clear that a major obstacle facing museum educators who primarily 
facilitate field trips or other one-off programs is the lack of exposure and time spent with each 
other to develop more personal, genuine relationships that would foster anti-racist orientations 
for students. I’m reminded of Elizabeth’s question: “What can you do in an hour and a half?” 
Also contributing to the pressure of lack of time is the nature of open-ended inquiry about 
artworks, which can be time consuming even when issues of race do not come up--and especially 
when they do. I allude to this when I say that while “EVERYTHING that is written about 
authentic democratic/critical/anti-racist pedagogies waxes eloquent about disrupting hierarchies 
and being responsive to students,” when I have a large group and a short amount of time, I do 
wonder whether these pedagogies satisfy requirements for democratic teaching in the limited 
time frame. Here I am linking responsiveness to students to open-ended inquiry insofar that I try 
as much as I can to authentically listen to students when I ask open ended questions of them.45 I 
 
45 To illustrate, I typically ask a question like, “What do we notice?” or “What’s jumping out to 
us?” to start a conversation about an artwork. And most times, particularly with younger 
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am careful in other research materials to suggest that lack of time is always a ready excuse for a 
WME to not discuss race, but have also observed personally in my own teaching, as well as in 
others that achieving my personal teaching goals (including making each student feel 
comfortable and welcome, and hearing as many student comments as possible), while also 
bringing in contextual information can be a daunting task. For this reason I suspect analogies to 
“planting a seed” (Sue, 2015, p. 145) came up several times during data generation, owing to the 
idea that we can’t really know the impact of any of our teaching, but that we must try to do what 
we can with the time that we have (Matias, 2016). However, I also reserve some skepticism that 
the amount of time we have is enough to do one of the arguably most important components of 
anti-racist teaching, which is move students from anti-racist awareness towards action (Kehoe, 
1994). I even suggest at one point that in my own teaching I’m not sure I have ever successfully 
seen that happen. 
While the field trip is a mainstay of many museums’ educational programs, and even 
represents the most frequently occurring types of programs they offer (RK&A, 2015) it seems 
that their short time frame might be limiting their capacity for anti-racist learning. As a field we 
might be well served to reconsider this format, if we seek to implement anti-racist teaching in 
these programs, and what it might look like if reconfigured for these goals (more on this in the 
Implications section).  
Object Selection 
Questions around object selection, or the process of selecting which handful of objects 
among many to focus on during a tour, came up several times during data generation. Many art 
 
students, nearly every student raises their hand to offer an idea. Picture 25-30 third graders with 
their eager hands in the air and you can begin to see how time becomes such a commodity! 
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and museum educators advocate using artworks that serve as visual counternarratives to address 
holes in the dominant art historical canon (Faden, 2007; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2017; El-Amin 
& Cohen, 2018; Harper & Hendrick, 2017; Ng et al., 2017; Washington and Hindley; 2017). As 
a reminder, E2’s (2016) Ode to Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware (see Figure 4, page 
155) serves as an example of a counternarrative; the artists write that their work is meant to 
“serve as a corrective of the whitewashing of history through visual art--to remind viewers of the 
depth and diversity of our country's past that is rarely represented in its visual iconography.” In 
this way it serves as an effective teaching tool, as it visually does the work of encouraging 
“viewers to examine their own stereotypes and implicit biases, forcing them to evaluate what 
does and does not align with their expectations of how a work of art-and by extension, a culture-
should look.”46 
However, lack of familiarity with groups, particularly in the context of one-off field trips, 
can hinder our ability to gauge which artworks might work best for which group. If for example, 
we knew more about what type of preparation a class had already done at school to discuss race, 
or what the teacher’s goals may be for bringing their students to the museum, we might be able 
to make more informed choices. This uncertainty prompts me to wonder in my reflection, for 
example, whether it is “tokenizing to take the Black kids to the Black art?” In my mind I hear art 
educators (Acuff, et al., 2012; Charland, 2010; Hunter-Doniger, 2018; Kraehe et al, 2016; Link, 
2019; Sions & Coleman; 2019; Stout, 1997; Wilson, 2017) advocating for increased 
representation of artists of color, and the significant value of students of color seeing themselves 
represented in all aspects of the media, not least of which art museums. But I also wonder, going 
 




back to questions of power, what it means as a WME for me to select these works because I 
believe they are best, or more interesting, or more educational for a given group over other works 
that offer a different, perhaps equally valuable, educational experience. 
Object selection is also made more complicated by what type of counternarrative we 
would like to offer. Data generation surfaced different ideas about artworks that offer 
“resistance” narratives, or celebrations of cultures of color, in (seeming) opposition to artworks 
that center racial trauma and oppression. While certain scholars recommend treating racially 
traumatic works carefully to avoid retraumatizing students of color and perpetuating the 
correlation of POC with victimization (Herman & Kraehe, 2018), it is also possible that I relied 
on these ideas to avoid Indira Allegra’s work, for example, because I thought it would be too 
difficult for me to teach (Figure 15, page 222). This decision may have been influenced by ideas 
I have internalized through my background in VTS, which advises using artworks that 
participants “can enjoy and comprehend without explication,” (Yenawine, 2013, p. 4). 
Object selection can help serve a reorientation away from depictions of racial oppression 
to centering the topic of Whiteness and displacement of POC, as the exhibition Woman Work 
was created to do. Unfortunately though, exhibitions like that are much too far and few between. 
Some scholars (Autry, 2020; Desai, 2010; Wilson, 2019) remind us that we might turn to other 
resources that critically center how Whiteness is constructed in museum spaces; how might an 
entire collection taken together demonstrate this? The named benefactors on the gallery walls, 
the architecture, the ways the labels are written, what information and objects are included and 
what is not? 
One suggestion we discussed in the digital sphere was that teaching artworks that actually 
(critically) center Whiteness, in addition to stories of POC resistance and/or trauma might be an 
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effective type of counternarrative to offer students of any race. This is reflected by Desai (2010) 
who writes about some examples of White artists doing this work. In line with CWS’s overall 
desire to name aspects of Whiteness in order to critically treat them, artists, particularly White 
ones, might similarly seek to name Whiteness in their work to serve as models for how this 
might be accomplished. 
We may also remind ourselves of literature that speaks to text selection in other content 
areas, such as critical emotion studies that support students in developing an appreciation for 
ambiguity and the many types of counternarratives that exist. For example, Winans’s (2012) 
concept of contemplative pedagogy suggests White students vicariously explore emotional 
questions and ambiguities through complicated texts that model puzzling-through processes 
around race. She maintains that this approach helps students understand that while we are 
separate from our emotions, our feelings still impact our beliefs, and encourages an exploration 
of racial literacy, rather than emphasizing “acquisition of particular knowledge” (p. 488). This 
potential that art has to facilitate comfort with and appreciation for multiple truths speaks to 
Boler and Zembylas’s (2003) pedagogy of discomfort, which similarly encourages students to 
understand and perhaps even embody that multiple things can be true: I can be White and not 
evil; I can be White, a good person, and still complicit in White supremacy, etc. These 
pedagogies can help students explore these ambiguities through art as a way to combat binary 
thinking that inhibits positive White identity development (Okun & Jones, 2001; Trainor, 2008).  
However, the question remains whether comfort with difference and ambiguity when it 
pertains to ideas about art necessarily translates to change in behaviors when students are 
confronted with racial difference or resultant tension in their daily lives. Some research on field 
trips demonstrates that students who participate in a single visit field trip are more adept at 
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empathic thinking (Krantz & Downey, 2021; RK&A, 2018) but more study is likely needed on 
how students are applying these lessons outside of educational contexts. This points to again, the 
challenges of limited time and information that we have about our groups when teaching single-
visit field trips, but may also point to implications for further research about what practical anti-
racist learning applications (if any) students might be learning from these one-off programs. 
Relationships to Teachers 
Relationships with the other adult chaperones in our groups, particularly classroom 
teachers also characterized the extent to which we felt comfortable discussing race with students. 
While many museum educators recommend being in touch and developing shared expectations 
before our tours (Bartow, 2019; Storksdieck et al., 2007), this relationship building is not always 
possible. I experienced this to some extent on my tour of Roger Brown’s work. The teacher had 
suggested in advance of the tour that they would like to focus on Brown’s creative process; to me 
this meant to the exclusion of discussing political subjects related to his work. While this was 
certainly an assumption I had made based on very little information, perhaps if the teacher and I 
had more of a working relationship, I might have understood better what their interests were, and 
hopefully I would have felt more comfortable broaching political topics during the tour. To some 
extent I believe I felt aligned with the teacher in our Whiteness, and committed to carrying out 
what I thought her intentions were. 
Further, even when we have developed relationships with teachers this relationship can 
act as a double-edged sword. For example, in Elizabeth’s reflection on her work with classroom 
teacher Jackie, while Elizabeth appreciated everything Jackie had done to encourage visits to the 
museum from her school, this may have contributed to Elizabeth’s feeling uncomfortable calling 
Jackie out for suggesting her class take an offensive picture during her tour. Claire also discussed 
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feeling judged by the teachers she works with, and this negatively impacting her comfort 
discussing race on her tours. She shares feeling judged not only about the nature of her job in 
general (“what do I do all day”), but also feeling judged particularly for bringing up topics 
related to race that teachers may not expect, and may feel compelled (and perhaps even annoyed) 
to have to discuss with their students later. For Claire this is particularly true when it comes to 
bringing up race with younger students.  
It seems clear that despite efforts on our parts to create expectations for our tours in 
advance, such as sending pre-tour materials, or exchanging a couple emails, on the day-of the 
trip the tenuous nature of these professional relationships comes to bear. Some CWS and CRT 
scholarship may offer some explanation for the “teacher’s pet” quality when it comes to our 
choices to defer to teachers we work with in mine and Elizabeth’s case, and Claire’s insecurities 
in her case. Charles Mills (1997) describes a Racial Contract that explains the tacit (though 
sometimes explicit) agreement among White people to maintain their power over POC. This may 
contribute to a sense of imposed solidarity, a sense of “sticking together” between teachers and 
WME’s such that we feel we are expected to stick to easy topics, not call each other out if we see 
bad behavior, to resist pushing each other into uncomfortable positions. 
To strengthen relationships between classroom teachers and museum educators, we might 
seek to create more frequent and sustained opportunities to learn from each other. Some 
museums offer successful professional development programs that both share information about 
their collections that might serve anti-racist teaching and how to convey that type of learning 
back in the classroom, and also benefit from the knowledge teachers bring to the conversation 
(Flanagan, 2017). June similarly refers to the professional development offered at her museum 
that serves not just to educate teachers about VTS, but to serve a larger goal of supporting 
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student growth. Both King and Swartz (2015) and Valenzuela (1999) also advocate learning 
from and with our colleagues. Creating sustained, respectful, and mutually beneficial 
relationships with classroom teachers may alleviate some of the concerns we expressed in the 
digital sphere around feeling judged by teachers, or unable to critique them when we saw 
something amiss. However, again, this brings up the issue of time constraints--this work is only 
effective if it is repeated, sustained, and acted on. 
Summary 
While the WME’s in this study pointed to some of the challenges that museum education 
pedagogies pose to enacting anti-racist teaching as rationales for our avoiding it, the truth is that 
there are a great many parallels between museum and arts-based pedagogies and pedagogies 
designed for anti-racist teaching and greater racial awareness: developing comfort with 
ambiguity and multiple ideas being true at the same time, presenting counternarratives 
thoughtfully, honoring students’ ideas and cultural backgrounds, bringing in contextual 
information to support co-learning with students, and developing collaborative partnerships with 
teachers, families, and communities our students come from. 
Anti-Blackness 
The timing of data generation worked out such that a majority of the observations 
occurred in exhibitions or around specific artworks centering representations of Blackness.47 
This provided a unique opportunity to observe WME’s interpretations of Blackness. We each 
displayed avoidance techniques, wherein we rationalize the choice not to name or discuss 
 
47 Many of us work with temporary exhibitions, and if we had generated our data x many months 
before or after, this might not have been the case. However, given the timing and the patterns 
that emerge, our choices reveal attitudes towards Blackness and anti-Blackness that are 
important to explore. 
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Blackness in different ways: to preserve our own comfort and as reflections of our training. This 
section also analyzes discussions we had in the digital sphere and during our focus group 
conversation contrasting adults’ comfort levels with two back-to-back exhibitions at Claire and 
Elizabeth’s institution that treated Blackness and Indigeneity. This data generated some insights 
into the particular anxieties felt both by White museum educators and adult visitors to museums 
bringing their children when discussing Blackness, and which also speaks to specific concerns 
discussing race with young children.  
Naming Blackness 
In line with pilot data I had previously collected (Heller, 2017), each WME in this study 
experienced discomfort and/or had particular questions around naming and/or describing 
Blackness. Elizabeth reflected on her tour that was designed “to explicitly talk about race with 
students,” there were a couple instances where Blackness went unnamed. At Gaignard’s (2019) 
piece (Figure 6, page 16), Elizabeth never felt able to explicitly name the artist’s biracial identity 
owing to the students’ perceived behavior issues, and unresponsiveness to Elizabeth’s 
scaffolding questions as a result. She also noted that when discussing E2’s (2016) Ode to George 
Washington (Figure 4, page 155) she named that Washington was replaced by a woman, but did 
not name her Blackness, only her gender. June also reflected on her discomfort around how she 
wanted to describe the figures in Belkis’s (1998) work (Figure 9, page 202), vacillating between 
wanting to honor the student’s original descriptor, “African American,” or suggest a more 
politically correct term, Black. 
By contrast to the WME’s from my pilot data (2017), participants in the digital sphere did 
not employ euphemisms, such as “urban” or referring to socio-economic class to describe 
Blackness; instead, in Elizabeth’s case the racial identity of the artists went completely 
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unmentioned, either to accommodate the group’s behavior in Gaignard’s example, or perhaps to 
serve a conversation about feminism more than racism in E2’s example. Elizabeth and Claire 
both had mentioned a trend they noticed when teaching E2’s work to White boys where they 
seem to shut down; perhaps discussing both the central figure’s gender and Blackness felt like a 
bridge too far. Also interesting is that this particular group was about half students of color, 
which while unusual for Elizabeth, might have alleviated some concerns around alienating White 
boys (assuming there were relatively fewer of them). Regardless of the racial makeup of the 
group, Elizabeth noted that she did create a lesson plan “explicitly about race with a tour outline 
I wrote to explicitly talk about race with students,” and was “kicking [her]self” afterwards, 
demonstrating an acknowledgment of the problematics of not naming specific racial groups, 
particularly in a show dedicated to portraiture of Black women.  
Elizabeth understands the importance of naming, evidenced by her anecdote about a 
Black student excitedly responding to Elizabeth’s clarification that an artist was Black and 
proudly responding, “that’s like me!” Fine (1987, 2003) corroborates the importance of this 
naming when referring to specific racial groups as a way to help students of color make 
connections to their own personal experiences, bridging a gap between what they are taught in 
schools and their lived experiences. In an art museum context naming also does the important 
work of ensuring students of color see examples of people who look like them serving as models 
in the creative world (Acuff, et al., 2012; Charland, 2010; Wilson, 2017). Elizabeth’s 
acknowledgment of planning to discuss race and still feeling uncomfortable with naming 




It is possible that some White people have become so uncomfortable naming race that we 
have started to believe that descriptors (e.g., pointing out “the tall Black person”) are racist 
statements themselves. The irony of course is that White people are the ones that imbued such 
descriptors with the negative connotations they now carry (Mason, 2016; Matias, et al., 2016). 
Further, upon reflection Elizabeth shared that she experiences this discomfort even more when 
there are just a couple of people of color in the group. When Elizabeth and I discussed this in our 
follow up Zoom conversation, we both noted our tendency to look to the one or two students of 
color in those instances. Elizabeth notes being “hyperaware” in those moments, and I suggest 
that I look to those students for approval (“for her reaction. Like if I said something wrong or 
something”). Tanner (2017) offers one way to interpret these scenarios, sharing a similar 
anecdote in which a White principal looked to a Black colleague for approval of Tanner’s idea to 
co-create a play with his students critically centering Whiteness. He cited Thandeka’s (1999) 
ideas about how “lock step” Whiteness is, how much it thrives on principles of colorblindness 
not to point it out, such that White people often do not feel they have permission to do so. The 
racial contract (Mills, 1997) with other White people (including White teachers) so much 
demands White people let the waters of Whiteness lie that if and when we do name race, we feel 
a need to seek external approval from our friends, colleagues, even our own students of color that 
we are not overstepping, or saying the wrong thing. This need for approval may hold even more 
weight for WME’s as we often work with strangers, whose minds and comfort levels with our 
supposed transgressions against Whiteness we can’t begin to fully know. Tanner (2017) is very 
quick to say that while he supports the notion of learning from people of color in general, he also 
seeks to trouble White educators’ deferential need for approval by “people of color as though 
White people do not have a stake (or perspective) in matters of race” (p. 12). In his conversation 
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with his White principal and Black colleague at least it was one adult looking to another for 
approval; in ours we are looking to children as an "external... policing mechanism," which is 
obviously inappropriate from the perspective of the power differentials at play, and problematic 
as Elizabeth and I should be capable of enacting the internal mechanisms we need to govern 
ourselves (p. 12). 
Avoiding Content Related to Blackness 
Aside from choices not to name Blackness explicitly, participants also made choices in 
their teaching that side-stepped discussions of Black figures and/or artists. For example, 
Elizabeth was reluctant to offer examples of Civil Rights leaders during a conversation about 
Deborah Robert’s (2017) (Figure 5, page 160) piece alongside Maya Angelou’s poem “Still I 
Rise” when students did not bring them up themselves. I also speak about my aversion to 
teaching a more “conceptual” installation by a Black artist Indira Allegra that I found difficult to 
teach. In each case, Elizabeth and I cited pedagogical concerns to explain/rationalize our 
avoidance. Elizabeth shared that she kept her facilitation of the poem “really broad,” such that 
they were directed to consider “general moments of being bullied or picked on and standing back 
up again,” rather than tying it directly to experiences of racism, or anti-Blackness specifically.”48 
She reflected that she was uncertain about that choice (“I go back and forth about that”), because 
in her prior experience, the majority of the groups brought up examples of Black Civil Rights 
activists without her prompting. However, this group never did, and Elizabeth explicitly 
connected her avoidance of bringing in examples herself to her own ambivalence around “how 
 
48 While the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s included several activist groups 
representing many oppressed populations (e.g., the Young Lords, Yellow Power, Gay Liberation 
Front), in this context (referring to an artwork of a Black girl discussed alongside a poem by a 
Black writer) I chose to analyze avoidance here as an example of anti-Blackness specifically.  
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much to lead the conversation to racial trauma, particularly with students of color in the group.” 
Where earlier I discussed our reluctance to push groups towards race talk, here we also display 
concerns around discussing (or exposing) students of color who we only see for 45-60 minutes to 
a potentially traumatic conversation about Black pain. I similarly cited pedagogical concerns to 
rationalize my choices; I tend to choose artworks that are not only easier for students to decode 
in a certain time frame, but also artworks that I perceive are easier for me to facilitate--easier 
insofar that I do not need to explain them in order for students to make meaning, but that also (to 
me) center racial joy and/or resistance rather than trauma. 
I believe Elizabeth and I are speaking to concerns around how and when to bring in 
contextual information, as well as considerations around object selection mentioned above, but I 
also think we are both circling around a concern that WME’s might feel about taking on the 
responsibility of discussing racial pain (particularly Black pain) as White people, and wondering 
what is our place to do so, particularly with such limited time and familiarity with our students. 
In the digital sphere we discussed artworks that centered Blackness as a binary: I shared that I 
more often pick artworks “that do more celebrating/resisting over ones that center trauma.” I go 
on to suggest that for me, the more joyful artworks are again, easier to discuss in the limited time 
frame, and “lends to uplift rather than a sympathy-oriented approach that can be easy to slip 
into.” There may be some scholarly rationale for this position; Christina Sharpe on Autry’s 
(2020) panel “Black Trauma/Death Imagery is Always Spectacle” notes that the display and 
repetition of Black pain in museums do not produce the empathic result in White audiences they 
are meant to engender, and in fact they largely serve to retraumatize Black viewers and 
reproduce violence. Autry (2020) suggests that art museums, in their effort to present artworks 
that depict Black pain they also perpetuate a narrative where racism only looks like overt 
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violence, as if to say racism doesn’t look like us, it looks like that, when in fact in order to 
demonstrate the harms of Whiteness, all museums “need to do is put up a room full of mirrors.” 
If anti-racist teaching demands that students see counternarratives that disrupt the dominant, 
white-washed narrative story, I wonder if representations of racial pain and trauma are not 
necessarily visual counternarratives at all, and instead representations of Black joy, resistance, 
liberation, as well as the everyday are the images both students of color and White students 
should see more of. And of course, with the limited information we have, it is difficult to parse 
out some of the nuances here, such that on a given day, one group might benefit most from one 
thing, and the next day another. What a group may need most depends on a great many variables. 
Further, not every artwork about Black plain is violent per se, as is true in the case of 
Allegra’s work (Figure 15, page 222) and many others. And I equivocate in my comments 
around the value of choosing “celebrating/resisting”; in the next sentence of my reflection I 
allow that there may also be moments “when students of color want to get into a discussion of 
the trauma, also an act of resistance.” Perhaps it is not so much about which artwork but how it is 
approached that matters most. It is possible that this binary treating joy/resistance/celebration of 
Black culture on one hand and Black trauma/pain/violence on the other may be limiting us as 
educators. 
 This binary may also be influencing what WME’s expect to discuss when choosing 
artworks by artists of color to discuss with students. I am reminded of June’s points around 
facilitating VTS conversations about Kerry James Marshall’s work in response to my skepticism 
that one could discuss his work without also discussing race. I think about Elizabeth and her 
partner’s discomfort attending cultural events in their predominantly White area that entail White 
consumption of Black pain without any sense of what the White audience is taking away in terms 
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of authentic learning or action. What does it mean that Elizabeth’s partner (described as 
“Brown”) receives far and away more attention for his artworks about race than his work that 
does not treat race? White audience’s expectations of artists of color, perhaps particularly Black, 
Latinx, and Indigenous artists that they examine their personal experiences with race feels 
uncomfortably parallel to ideas about White ignorance and notions of raceless-ness. White 
audiences often demand/expect artists of color to create art around their race in a way that is 
palatable to White expectations (Autry, 2020; Copeland & Wilderson, 2017; Greenwell, 2020; 
Kazanjian, 2021; Smith, 2019), but as we discussed in the digital sphere are far less inclined to 
create work and/or discuss their own Whiteness as such.  
June’s institution’s commitment to VTS allows for museum visitors to see artworks for 
the complicated works that they are, discussing material, narrative, composition. Was race 
avoided during some of these conversations? Perhaps. But being able to break up this binary and 
teach Marshall’s work without a prescribed meaning, or expectation of an educational 
“takeaway” about Blackness or racism may have allowed for a greater variety of discussions 
about his work. I do not mean to suggest that VTS was the correct or best way to discuss 
Marshall’s work, but I appreciate how VTS, and other more open-ended types of discussions 
might help disrupt our beliefs about what these artworks should be about in the first place. This 
is reflected in much of the scholarship around teaching artworks by artists of color that demand a 
balance between acknowledging the potential relevance of their race, but also a respect for the 
individual, the personal, the complex (Chin, 2011; Desai, 2000, Kraehe, 2010; Link, 2019; 
Ritchie, 1995; Sions & Coleman, 2020). Jacob Lawrence is more than the Harlem Renaissance, 
Kara Walker is more than antebellum South; Elizabeth’s partner is more than his race.   
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In order to avoid reducing an artist to their race or flattening their story, we might remind 
ourselves of calls to make sure we are really doing our research and asking the right questions: 
Why are we including this artist for this conversation? What is the nature of the gaps in visitors’ 
knowledge, and how might information be introduced in a way that expands meaning making, 
not end it (Hubard, 2007a)? 
Anxiety Around Discussing Blackness Relative to Indigeneity 
Some participants referred to anxiety around teaching art that centered Blackness relative 
to artworks about the Native American experience. Claire and I discussed at some length her 
concerns teaching Woman Work that she felt would be lessened when teaching Crow artist 
Wendy Red Star’s work. She cites several reasons for this: more fear around discussing 
Blackness than Indigeneity given its perceived “agreed-upon consensus” around the latter’s 
historical persecution, “especially amongst White people,” all of which is linked to her anxieties 
around being judged by the classroom teachers she works with for bringing up race with their 
students.  
Claire is expressing some difficult truths, that while Native and Indigenous people both 
experience historical and contemporary virulent racism, anti-Blackness occupies a unique place 
in the history of US racism, owing to its roots in chattel slavery and subsequent, under-
acknowledged role in contemporary society (Sharpe, 2016 Dumas, 2016; Hartman, 2007; 
Patterson, 1982; Wilderson, 2010). At the same time, Native American persecution is often 
framed in the White imaginary as happening a long time ago to people who exclusively exist in 
the historical record, pointing to a false perception that “there is nothing we [White settlers] can 
do to right the wrongs that have been done to them” (Gilio-Whitaker, 2018). Tuck and Yang’s 
(2012) important article “Decolonization is not a metaphor” refer to several additional tactics 
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White people use to distance themselves from the responsibilities of decolonization, which they 
term “settler moves to innocence.” These include, among many, “settler adoption fantasies,” or 
references to books and films in which White people insinuate themselves into Native American 
communities and attempt a process wherein they “become without becoming [Indian],” (p. 14) 
by adopting flattened conceptions of “Indigenous ways,” such as “love of land… 
environmentalist and sentimentalist, nostalgic for vanishing Native ways” (pp. 15-16). These 
narratives perhaps speak to Elizabeth’s comments in the focus group alluding to “fictions of 
fantasy” about the Native experience that infuse the White imaginary and limit White people’s 
abilities to feel complicit in continued violence against Native people, and in fact serve only to 
maintain their perceived innocence.  
Conversely, Afro-pessimists argue that a historical rootedness in slavery contributes to an 
enduring equating of Blackness with slavery in the White social imagination, in turn contributing 
to an enduring contempt for Black people and acceptance and rationalization of anti-Black 
violence (Dumas, 2016; Hartman, 2007; Wilderson, 2010). I do not mean to suggest that Native 
people do not also experience violence today (CDC, 2020; Indian Law Resource Center, n.d.), 
but it is possible that it might feel easier to interpret a racialized experience that applies to people 
that WME’s do not always have contemporary experiences with. As Elizabeth notes, she doesn’t 
“interact with a lot of Native American people personally on a day-to-day basis” but also 
acknowledges that she doesn’t “interact with a whole lot of Black people either, but they're much 
more present.” Here she is pointing to both a condition of contemporary effects of redlining and 
other racist housing laws that have resulted in segregation between White and Black 
communities, as well as an enduring, false, perception that given genocidal and settler 
colonialism particular to the Native American experience, there is little White people today can 
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do to rectify this (perceived as strictly historical) oppression (Gilio-Whitaker, 2018). These 
perceived distinctions may be contributing to our ideas that contemporary violence against 
Native people is not perceived as implicating contemporary White people as much as anti-Black 
violence might today.  
These differences contribute to misinterpretations about both groups. Native Americans 
are cast as much easier victims about which to name and discuss: invisible, nonexistent, entirely 
historical, contributing to perceived settler innocence (Tuck & Yang, 2012). This nearly directly 
contrasts with perceptions of the Black experience, with Black people consistently cast as “the 
problem” to be solved (Du Bois, 1903/2008; Warren & Coles, 2020), an ever present (and yet 
held at arm's length) reminder of White shame (Ahmed, 2004; Thandeka, 1999) and White 
people’s ongoing failures to make it right. When Claire speaks to her increased confidence 
facilitating conversations about the Native American experience it may be because it is more 
comfortable to speak with people and teachers who seem to already be on the same page.  
The seemingly contested nature of these histories seems to be corroborated by the 
reactions of different teachers and caregivers who have come to visit these two shows. In our 
focus group conversation Elizabeth noted the greater ease with which adults seem to be able to 
name Wendy Red Star’s Indigeneity that markedly contrasts with her experience in Woman 
Work where that naming happened less (“No one would say, ‘they're Black,’ in the way that they 
say, ‘oh, this is a Native American woman,’ as they're explaining things to their kids.”). Claire 
described being able to see immediate reactions from adults seeing the Deborah Roberts (2017) 
work at the entrance of Woman Work (Figure 5, page 160), wondering if the content was “really 
for kids? Is this something that we should be showing kids?"--without even seeing the show! As 
if to say just an image of a Black child somehow told them all they needed to know.  
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Elizabeth corroborates this discomfort on the part of teacher’s feedback after bringing 
their students to Woman Work, sharing one particular teacher comment that suggested their 
students might have been “too young” and that “much of this art in the exhibit was beyond their 
ability to internalize… to comprehend and discuss” and better suited for older students and 
adults. And further, Elizabeth shared that some teachers were apparently so alarmed by the 
content of the show they had seen during an Open House that a principal felt they had to come 
to visit the museum themself in order to investigate these reports of violence in the exhibition. 
When the other participants heard this in the focus group, we were all shocked. We speculated 
the teacher had concerns with Okamura’s (2019) work in particular (Figure 7, page 168), which 
features two Black pregnant women holding swords. 
Elizabeth noted that no one to her knowledge had similarly noticed or complained about 
the limited amount of violence in Wendy Red Star’s work. She did qualify that comparison 
noting that because of the pandemic her time sitting at the front desk is more limited now, and 
there is no comment book (also a result of the pandemic). However, it is worth noting the clear 
pattern emerging that demonstrates a collective anxiety on the part of WME’s, teachers, and 
parents discussing Blackness relative to Indigeneity, particularly with young kids. 
Because of this fear and anxiety discussing Blackness with children (in a space within the 
museum, I will remind us, dedicated to discussing social justice issues with children) I will now 
turn to additional findings related to discussing race with kids from our narratives. While these 
do not all pertain to discussing Blackness per se, I believe a lot of our concerns center around 
difficulties introducing children to racial topics White adults are particularly uncomfortable with, 
including Blackness, but also broaching race productively with children in general. 
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Discussing Race with Young Children 
Elizabeth noted during our focus group that while there are many museum education 
programs on social justice topics targeted to middle and high school students, there are fewer that 
come to mind that are marketed to younger audiences and their caretakers. And when race is 
discussed, it is often couched in a tactic that Claire, Elizabeth, and myself each employ with 
younger kids when discussing race, which largely rests in a “we’re all different and that’s great!” 
space, without pushing towards understandings of power and fairness, or perhaps even 
articulating why diversity and difference are good in the first place. Claire shared some 
discomfort broaching race talk with children, noting how “it’s a strange feeling” for her because 
while she feels “totally at ease” bringing up and discussing race with older students, she worries 
about the conversation “fall[ing] flat” and “confusing” younger ones.  
While I think many adults can empathize with the difficulties of exposing young children 
to the violence that exists in our world, WME’s might do well to hear June’s reminder, which is 
also reflected in the literature, that young kids of color experientially know and understand much 
more about racism than White people ever will (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015; Tatum, 2017). 
Moreover, we know children begin to discriminate based on race as early as six months of age, 
perhaps even earlier (Katz & Kofkin, 1997). By not discussing race openly and honestly with 
young children White adults concretize the shame and guilt White young people may feel but not 
be able to explain why, and further a sense of their ignorance of their own race (Winkler, 2009). 
Claire’s suggestion that she might start normalizing listing physical differences as part of her 
tours celebrating difference and uniqueness is in line with literature that advocates normalizing 
talking about racial phenotypes as neutral descriptive elements, rather than culturally weighted 
ones (Cole & Verwayne, 2018; Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015). It is possible that our “same, 
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different, same” approach might not be entirely out of line with the literature on discussing race 
in early childhood; however, Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2015) stress the importance of doing 
this in very specific ways, for very specific reasons. If WME’s choose to employ this approach, 
we should be mindful of our “why”: to develop appreciations of the vast array of differences and 
similarities that exists within the racial categories we are already familiar with, as “a bridge” to 
appreciating the differences that exist between racial groups (p. 62). Derman-Sparks and Ramsey 
(2015) also remind educators to avoid noting the students of color in the space (if there are any) 
as the only examples of diversity; the point is to emphasize how different (and similar!) we all 
are from each other, so that young children can then move to developing social emotional 
capacities for caring for all people (Ramsey, 2004, Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2015).  
Summary 
WME’s in this study avoided naming and discussing Blackness in their teaching, pointing 
to pedagogical concerns about ways to interpret Blackness, particularly Black pain, and which 
objects might best “serve” these conversations. We also discussed differences in anxiety levels 
pertaining to discussions of Blackness and Indigeneity, particularly in reference to anxiety 
conveyed by teachers, parents, and caretakers of young children. This led to a discussion of 
techniques reflected in the literature on best practices for discussing race with kids. Where White 
adults may experience fear and anxiety broaching race with their kids and/or students, they might 
listen to that fear--not to ignore the need to discuss race--but to acknowledge they might need to 
some work themselves to work up to fielding questions and observations about race from their 
children. Perceived judgements from other teachers cannot and do not supersede the need for 
anti-racist dialogues in museums with any audience, including young kids. Part of the work of 
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anti-racism is doing what we need to do to work through these fears and anxieties in order to 
ensure that we are providing the very best teaching for all our audiences. 
Demographic Differences/Assumptions About Students 
The last section covered general considerations and questions brought up in the data 
related to avoidance of race talk in museum teaching, particularly in response to the limited time 
span of the field trip format. This section will discuss areas of avoidance that point specifically to 
assumptions we made about groups based on their racial makeups, and that address our second 
research question regarding differences in our approach with different racial groups. I will first 
turn to assumptions we made about our students of color and what these might reveal about 
White saviorist attitudes in our teaching. I will then move to considerations regarding 
assumptions we made about White students, and ways traditional pedagogies that treat White 
privilege might be limiting our approaches to promoting awareness of White racialization with 
White students. 
Considerations for Students of Color: Avoiding a Deficit Approach 
Assumptions about our students of color surfaced in a couple ways, with regards to 
gestures like offering more supplies and guest passes, as well as ideas about group management.  
For example, I shared with Elizabeth during our one-on-one that “I am definitely meaner to 
White kids,” recounting an anecdote that reveals a common decision-making approach I have 
taken in my own teaching to limit a White student’s access to additional materials beyond the 
ones I feel they need. This directly contrasts with my decision making in this regard with 
students of color (specifically referring to Black students) where I am much more likely to offer 
additional supplies. Elizabeth similarly notes that she offers more passes to groups from lower 
income areas in her region, suggesting she might give more than she is supposed to. I believe my 
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assumptions about students played out in my ideas about group management, and wanting to 
avoid being a disciplinarian more so with students of color. Where Elizabeth’s example pertains 
to class rather than race, it seems clear that there is some aspect of our Whiteness that contributes 
to greater generosity and/or leniency in certain areas that we extend towards groups that we 
perceive to be disadvantaged in some way, as compared to their (perceived as) higher income 
and/or White peers.  
Participants pointed out at various points our different experiences coming from different 
parts of the country. Where Elizabeth and Claire worked most with, and were therefore more 
concerned with low income White audiences, for me working in New York City I actually have 
much more experience with Black and Latinx students from Title 1 schools.49 Given the 
demographics of New York City, I make different assumptions about my White groups than 
Claire and Elizabeth did about theirs; first, that the White students I teach have more resources 
than students of color; second, that these resources contribute to a heightened sense of 
entitlement for White students, and third, that either limiting or increasing what art supplies they 
have access to based on perceived entitlement is good pedagogy, or that any student of any color 
would benefit from unequal treatment. While this behavior certainly also points to problematic 
assumptions I make about White students, I wonder if they also influenced the assumptions I 
make about the students of color I teach--that they must have less than, must not be experiencing 
art in their schools, that they are relying on me to provide their art experience for the month, 
maybe even year. What does my and Elizabeth’s increased generosity towards students of color, 
 
49 Title 1 is a federal funding program that “provides financial assistance to local educational 
agencies (LEAs) and schools with high numbers or high percentages of children from low-
income families” (USDOE, 2018). 
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or students that we perceive as “disadvantaged” say about our conceptions of what it means to be 
a “good White person”?  
It seems also clear that the choices Elizabeth and I made were informed by our perception 
of areas of the literature on Whiteness in education that capture overt manifestations of deficit 
thinking and prejudicial assumptions; I am reminded of Gordon et al.’s (2000) and Monroe’s 
(2009) studies documenting uneven deployment of harmful, sometimes violent disciplinary 
methods targeting Black and Latinx boys, as well as McKenzie’s (2009) work demonstrating 
how White shame and disgust can even lead to abusive teaching, noting the ways White teachers 
weaponize various abuser tactics against their Black and Latinx students. We also reference our 
experiential knowledge of this dynamic in our one-on-one conversation, how “horrible” it is 
when we see White teachers yelling at students of color, being “mean” in their disciplinary 
actions and words in a way we never would be. I similarly reacted negatively to my observer 
Pia’s observations about the Black and Latinx men in my group that made me think she had 
preconceived ideas about how students should behave in museums. In order not to be construed 
in similar ways, we made choices in our teaching that we think will make us seem nice, or good, 
or maybe even “cool” by comparison; we give Black students extra supplies, perceived-as-poor 
students receive more passes than they are allotted, I relax my rules around group management.  
But in making these choices, we might be evincing different, however similarly 
motivated aspects of White saviorism. For example, when Matias (2014) talks about the analogy 
of White missionaries tossing candy to impoverished Black and Brown kids in developing 
countries, I wonder if that is so different from our offering additional art materials, or free 
passes, or letting students speak over each other. She argues that these gestures might be 
interpreted as performative acts White people do to atone for our guilt and shame; Matias and 
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Zembylas (2014) similarly warn against behavior that demonstrates sympathy for people, 
“without necessarily taking action to alleviate their suffering” (p. 321).  
Perhaps worse, Aronson (2017) adds that these gestures may also be examples of ways 
that White educators seek to satisfy our emotional needs not to be seen by students of color as 
“mean”--or seen as more loving and caring compared to their teachers--but potentially at 
pedagogical cost to them. There is intentional pedagogy behind the design of my tours and art 
workshops; by limiting tools or materials students are prompted to consider other creative 
avenues, build skills around perseverance, develop familiarity with a new technique. When I 
enforce hand raising during large group discussions, I hope to teach the value of respect for 
others, and the benefits of active listening and building on each other’s ideas. Jay pointed this out 
during our conversation following my tour: What is lost when these pedagogical choices are not 
enforced? Culturally responsive educators (King & Swartz, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Tatum, 
2017) remind us that that being culturally responsive does not equate “leniency” towards 
students of color; in fact, it demands increased expectations, doing away with a deficit model in 
favor of a rigorous approach to curriculum and pedagogy that highlights students’ skills and 
knowledge. 
Also problematic are the inherent assumptions behind these choices. As mentioned, 
Whiteness is not monolithic, and I cannot assume that every White student in a predominantly 
White classroom in NYC is by definition privileged and entitled, in the same way I know I 
cannot assume every Black student in a Title 1 school is necessarily suffering (or wants me to 
treat them like they are). At the same time, there will always be entitled White kids, and students 
of color who are experiencing profound impacts of racism. Perhaps the point is not that WME’s 
should never give extra free passes, or relax our teaching approach for certain groups rather than 
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others based on their racial makeup, but that we need also to closely examine what is behind 
these choices. Are we guided by emotions associated with White guilt and shame, or based on 
actual information we know about these students?  
Considerations for White Students: Focus on Privilege 
Both Elizabeth and Claire approached this study with specific questions they had about 
developing positive White identities for their low-income audiences. Specifically, in Elizabeth’s 
introduction to us in the digital sphere she expressed curiosity around the question, “What does it 
mean to hold these conversations in a community that is almost entirely White, and also 
primarily living below the poverty line?” Claire similarly added in her introduction that she was 
“still finding it difficult to responsibly teach racial justice to children who may be living at or 
near the poverty line.” Underlying these questions is a particular concern around the issue of this 
audience’s low socioeconomic status, and how this poses a perceived challenge to engaging in 
race talk with them.  
For example, Elizabeth and Claire both noted a shift in engagement from White boys in 
their groups specifically when discussing E2’s (2016) work Ode to Washington Crossing the 
Delaware (Figure 4, page 155). Elizabeth described these students as becoming “pretty quiet,” 
and Claire noted “a palatable shift in attention,” and “a decrease in attention, a quietness that 
happens” compared to their engagement with previous artworks in the exhibition. Each provides 
some analysis of this behavior; Elizabeth wonders if the way she facilitates dialogue about the 
artwork and perhaps even the artwork itself “doesn't leave room for white men, it just replaces 
them.” Claire also suggests in our one-on-one Zoom conversation that “that's the one point in the 
tour where maybe their feelings of either being left out or not feeling adequate, or feeling like, 
‘Oh. Well, there's nothing good about the history of who I am, a White man,’ is maybe 
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highlighted for them.” They both seem to suggest that these White boys’ discomfort lies not with 
discussion of Black figures in general, but rather when the subject of the conversation becomes 
their de-centering. 
Elizabeth and Claire may have correctly ascertained that White boys in their groups shut 
down while discussing works related to White male displacement, but to assume what this might 
mean about their learning or Whiteness could be shortsighted. Laughter (2011) and Lensmire et 
al. (2013) both provide examples of White students who subvert some of Sleeter’s (2008) 
assumptions about who our White students are: that they are ignorant of their own Whiteness, 
have spent little time with POC, believe themselves to be “colorblind,” and are resistant to 
conversations about race. Similar to Lensmire et al.’s (2013) discussion of a White male student 
for whom a discussion of McIntosh’s (1988) conception of White privilege was unconvincing, 
but was much more moved by first-hand accounts of students of color, it is possible that as a 
group we misread Claire and Elizabeth’s White male students’ “shutting down” behaviors being 
directly caused by resistance to the topic, or concerns of displacement. Perhaps some were quiet 
because they were accommodating and digesting new knowledge; some may have been stunned 
by seeing something entirely too rare for them, an image centering women of several races, all 
fully clothed and pictured in a historical context dominated by White men; some may have 
finally been doing the thing many people wish White men would do more: listening. Some may 
very well have shut down due to their own fragility. This points to needs for future study and the 
limitations of this study design that we never spoke directly to students, but suffice it to say here, 
it is possible that our assumptions about this demographic may have limited our own pedagogies 
in addressing racism with them. 
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As another example of where our assumptions about White audiences may be impacting 
our choices, we might look more closely at Claire’s motivations for not bringing her 
predominantly White Department of Children and Family Services (DCF) groups through 
Woman Work. In our one-on-one conversation she offered a couple reasons for this choice: that 
she would “struggle” in particular with this audience with giving “them any baseline concept of 
what privilege is when their situation and the way their lives look like right now is anything but.” 
She adds that she “would really wonder about how to bring them on a Woman Work tour… and 
talk about how they might relate their own identity [emphasis added] to somebody in the portrait 
without being deliberate about race.” These concerns are reflected in some literature regarding 
the unique challenges of discussing race with the low-income predominantly White groups that 
Claire works with (Bonnett, 2013; Sue, 2016; Weis et al, 1997). The racialized content in 
Woman Work appears to be such a source of tension for Claire with these groups that even while 
she suggests she would “feel totally confident” discussing the show without a racial lens ("Okay, 
who are they? What's the portrait? What do we know about this person? What's the story?"), she 
still avoids bringing any of her family and DCF groups there.  
Literature on privilege pedagogies, or pedagogies designed to introduce White students to 
their White racial privilege (Applebaum, 2008; Berchini, 2017; Keating, 1995; Lensmire et al., 
2013; Leonardo, 2015; Levine-Rasky, 2000) may provide some analysis around Claire’s choices. 
For example, it is possible that Claire is influenced by a conception of racial privilege that 
primarily focuses on the personal and individual experience of privilege, rather than one that 
links these personal experiences to systemic racism (Berchini, 2017; Keating, 1995). She 
mentions concern for participants being able to relate “their own identity” to the subjects in the 
portraits of Woman Work “without being deliberate about race,” suggesting that for her, the 
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conversation would center around individualized interpretations and reactions to the figures that 
might lead to feelings of guilt, shame, and resentment (DiAngelo, 2018; Rains, 2000; Sue, 2016; 
Thandeka, 1999). This may be because Claire may be subscribing to a view of privilege as solely 
a good, rather than a source of repression for White people as well (Logue, 2005). That while 
White people may enjoy certain privileges because of their race, they likely also experience 
feelings of social displacement, stress about not being able to attain the American dream, being 
held back by forces they cannot control (Logue, 2005; Thandeka, 1999; Weis et al, 1997). This is 
not to say that Claire should bring this up in her teaching (though she might), it is just to suggest 
that framing White privilege as solely a benefit is a limiting perspective, when the reality is these 
privileges come with a price, including “false superiority, alienation, injustice, resentment” that 
comes with the maintenance of Whiteness. This approach may be inhibiting a perspective that 
both groups--low-income White people and POC--are disenfranchised by our current economic, 
social, and political systems, and that there is room for discussion of alliance here. Instead, we 
might consider what a conversation might look like that linked these participants’ experiences 
with this country’s carceral system, or other ways it keeps working classes back to the 
experiences of the subjects in the artworks. The conversation may be lifted from something the 
participants are made to feel guilty about, to actually seeing something of themselves in the 
portraits--not to elide their distinct experiences, but to connect.  
Claire also suggests that discussing artworks from Woman Work would run counter to her 
goals that DCF participants experience something at the museum that is “fun, relaxing, stress-
free.” It might be important to remember that again that Whiteness is not monolithic, certainly no 
one person is the same as the other, and visitors come to museums looking for all different types 
of experiences (Falk & Dierking, 1992). Claire’s comment that her DCF groups are comparable 
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to Trump voters might also speak to one way that White educators problematically paint their 
White students with a too broad brush. Yes, low income, rural, White voters tend to be perceived 
as Trump’s base,50 but if we consider everyone in this demographic to be unable or unwilling to 
dismantle White supremacy, it never will be. Laughter (2011) warns us against casting White 
students “as problems,” and in so doing we may be reinforcing a system that sees them “as 
unable to be part of a solution” (p. 49). Further, we also risk reinforcing a notion of racial 
ignorance, that because the DCF audience is White they do not need to, would not benefit from, 
or have nothing to contribute to race talk (Leonardo, 2009; Mills, 1997). Berchini’s (2017) 
question as to whether our assumptions about our White students preclude their perceived 
readiness for race talk might be relevant here, if we consider that Claire might be projecting 
some of her internalized anxieties about discussing race onto these groups. 
Claire also refers twice to the extra labor that would be required for her to feel fully 
prepared to discuss Woman Work with DCF groups. Claire is right; this work is hard, requires 
training, research, and preparation, and even then WME’s may still not get it right. But I wonder 
if not attempting at all she may be holding her participants, and herself, back from any potential 
good that might come from these conversations. It is scary, but repeated attempts are the only 
way we move towards racial justice.  
This is not to say that privilege is an entirely useless way to talk about Whiteness. 
Berchini (2017) advocates for a recasting of McIntosh’s (1988) privileges; given their utility as 
far as unmasking how Whiteness pervades our daily lives, she suggests adding on Lipsitz’s 
 
50 In fact, data from the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021 indicates that perhaps Trump 
voters are not as economically stressed as the media typically presents them; Pape & Ruby 




(2018) call to connect these individual privileges to the systems that beget them. In a museum 
context, this might look like collectively brainstorming certain privileges White people might 
enjoy in a museum space that POC do not. Dawson (2018) came up with her own list specific to 
science museums: “I can go into a science museum (or similar space) pretty well assured that I 
will not be followed or harassed by security guards, café servers, shop assistants or other staff 
members and visitors,” or, “When I am told about what is positive in science, and how science 
relates to our national heritage, culture or ‘civilisation’ I am shown that people of my 
“race”/ethnicity, gender and class background made science what it is.” We should similarly be 
able to address systems of power that beget art museum specific privileges: we could model this 
and engage students in crafting their own. However, these would still need some further 
background research to connect a personal privilege like, “I can reasonably expect to see people 
who look like me at an art museum” to the systems of art collecting, fundraising, and gatekeeping 
that create the contemporary art museum context.  
Summary 
This section explored different choices we made in our art museum teaching when 
working with White students as compared with students of color. I first discussed findings that 
spoke to aspects of White saviorism and deficit model thinking that might have been impacting 
our choices. I then discussed our concerns about discussing race with White students alongside 
literature on privilege pedagogies that surfaced some tensions between assumptions we might be 





In Chapter 4 I wrote narratives reflecting each WME’s ideas about discussing race in art 
museum with students, particularly in the context of the traditional field trip model. These 
narratives helped address the first and section research questions about Whiteness and art 
museum gallery teaching:  
• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift and change depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
In examining the first question, we observed various avoidance techniques to discussing race, or 
ways that we avoided pushing our anti-racist teaching as far as we might have. In each of our 
narratives we pointed to aspects of our different museum education trainings that we felt limited 
our ability to fully pursue anti-racist teaching with students, particularly in the context of the 
limited time of the traditional field trip format. This lead me to analyze our findings alongside 
literature from museum education, art education, and critical emotional studies to demonstrate a) 
when deployed for anti-racist purposes familiar museum education pedagogies have been 
demonstrated to achieve anti-racist teaching; we just need to use them in that way, b) the fact that 
we all have deep backgrounds in a certain type of museum education orientation (VTS) may 
have been clouding our ability to appreciate other approaches to discussing art for social justice 
goals, and c) there is more in common with museum pedagogies and pedagogies specifically 
designed to support anti-racist growth than we might think, which seek to develop appreciation 
of ambiguity for students, and support students in developing and appreciating multiple 
perspectives. Literature on White privilege pedagogies and White saviorism supported analysis 
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around our second question pertaining to different considerations of Whiteness with regards to 
students of color and White students.  
Further analysis of our narratives indicated a separate area of discussion in answer to our 
first question with regards to our treatment of art centering Blackness, as well as White 
audiences’ consumption of this work. This section discussed ways we avoided naming Blackness 
in our teaching, and also treated conversations we had in our one-on-one conversations and focus 
group discussion pertaining to differences we noticed in parents’ and caretakers’ receptions of 
two exhibitions at Elizabeth and Claire’s museum. Analysis alongside the literature on anti-
Blackness and Indigeneity helped provide some context for understanding adults’ anxieties 
around discussing Blackness with their children as contrasted with the relatively more 
welcoming reception of an exhibition about a Native American Crow artist. This section also 
covered findings related to discussing race with children.  
In answering our second question, given the design of the study in our narratives we 
could only speculate about the possible impacts of our Whiteness on students. However, we 
developed many ideas about how our Whiteness might be contributing to qualities of White 
saviorism in our teaching approaches with students of color. We also discussed concerns about 
discussing race and Whiteness particularly with low-income White students, and how our 
preconceived ideas about this audience might be limiting our ability to do anti-racist teaching 
with them. 
I turn now to Chapter 6, which includes findings and discussion that answer our third and 
fourth research questions pertaining to our reflections about participating in the study.  
284 
 
CHAPTER 6: Findings and Discussion Related to the Design of the Study 
 
In addition to reflections on our teaching, throughout data generation participants offered 
their own ideas about participating in this study and convening together as White museum 
education practitioners to discuss our Whiteness and its impacts on our teaching practice. These 
reflections occurred both unprompted by me in the digital sphere, as well as prompted by me in 
our focus group conversation. This section will share findings from this data, alongside analysis 
from literature that speaks to the value and limitations of practitioner, White affinity group work, 
as well as the emotional qualities of doing this work together. 
Value of White Affinity Space in the Context of PAR and Practitioner Inquiry 
Participants reflected on ways that Participatory Action Research (PAR) and practitioner 
inquiry also enabled/encouraged us to share our reflections on our teaching in a way that might 
not have been possible with a more traditional research approach. Our understanding from the 
beginning was that our work would be collaborative, active, and critical of Whiteness. 
Specifically, it would be work, in the sense that we were a digital working group, working 
together towards rectifying the problem of Whiteness in our teaching. Not only would we be 
doing this together as a small community, but it would involve a cycle of reflection and action 
with the goal being to actually identify problems in our teaching as a result of Whiteness, and 
think of ways to address them--not just critically observe them. 
Participants commented on the value of gathering specifically as a group of White people 
to work through our Whiteness in teaching, as opposed to a study design that involved working 
with colleagues of color. For example, Claire reflected that she has trouble finding other White 
people in her area to have conversations like those we had, and that for her it is important for 
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White people to “have spaces such as these to work through our fragility, confusion, and general 
nonsense, without causing harm.” Elizabeth echoed this, being in the same area and finding 
herself to be in a “vacuum.” June too expressed her appreciation for the space early on in data 
generation, even though for her, thinking that White affinity groups “might be useful, instead of 
scary” was a new concept, because “thinking of convening around Whiteness for any reason has 
previously seemed creepy” to her. That said, in response to our initial conversations about the 
readings/resources she expressed that, for her, engaging with race and privilege is like exercising 
a muscle: “When it is regularly exercised, it is easier to use,” but “when I have not been 
engaging in this difficult conversation… it is harder and harder to reengage because of White 
fragility… I hope this space can help keep me toned.” Later in the same thread she adds that, “it 
is great to have more and more language and points of reference to share with White peers,” 
indicating an appreciation for developing a set of resources not just for herself but also to share 
with others White people.  
For June, the value of gathering as a White affinity group also extended to minimizing 
the educative and emotional labor that often falls to our colleagues of color when discussing race 
in these settings, a benefit noted in some literature (Torrens, 2009). Where a White person’s first 
thought might be to ask a colleague of color for advice, June noted the value of having a space 
like this “to puzzle through these complex ideas without hurting, burdening, or demanding 
further emotional labor from the people of color in my life.” In our follow up Zoom 
conversation, she elaborated on this point, suggesting that “it is really useful to have spaces to be 
honest about places where--instead of having something not sit well, and then just internalize 
that as shame… to instead, have a space to say, ‘What should I have done differently? Should I 
have done anything differently?’" June again reflects that White affinity spaces allow for White 
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people to “continue to grapple with and work with this stuff” and experiment with some of our 
(potentially problematic) ideas, “without putting that labor in spaces with people of color and 
being like, ‘What do I do? Tell me what to do.’" While working solely with other White people 
does contribute to blind spots (elaborated on below), it did allow us to grapple with some of 
these issues without burdening our POC friends and colleagues more than they are already. 
Generation of Research Questions 
While PAR advocates for a co-created research process from start to finish, including co-
generating research questions, study design, and analysis (McIntyre, 2008; Kemmis, et al., 
2014), not every action research study allows for this, and in fact there is a large amount of 
variation as to the extent of stakeholder involvement at each stage. This is particularly true when 
the project is advanced by a primary researcher (like myself) who “owns” the final product, 
common in dissertation research (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). As 
conveyed in the Chapter 3 I saw my role as facilitator, with the acknowledgement that while I 
knew each participant was invested, in the end the dissertation was my baby, not theirs. So, when 
it came time to generate our research questions, I felt it would be helpful to propose an overall 
umbrella question (How does Whiteness manifest in art museum teaching for x number of white 
museum educators?), and suggested some sub questions based on our stated motivations for 
joining the group, as opposed to asking the group to generate these questions from scratch. These 
are the questions I proposed (copied from my post): 
• Community of practice (something like, what can an inquiry group discussing these 
issues tell us about mitigating Whiteness in practice?) 
• pedagogy/training (ie, how does Whiteness impact pedagogy specifically) 
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• Teaching to different demographics (how does Whiteness manifest in different choices 
we make for different demographic groups)? 
• What more? 
A week passed with no response, and in the meantime, I had read a study (Johnson, 2002) 
that used the following research question: “How does awareness of race influence participants' 
personal identities as teachers and their views of their classroom practice?” I shared this on the 
thread, offering that I “kind of like” it, and that it is “a little bit of a shift from ‘how does 
whiteness affect our practice’ to how does awareness of whiteness, i.e. through reflexive work, 
affect our practice.” 
June wrote back saying, “That sounds good to me- it seems to shift the focus from how 
we operate/affect others to our interior lives/perceptions, which is pretty different but totally fine 
with me!” I have to admit my own White fragility was activated in that moment; were we 
slipping into centering Whiteness simply to understand it, not to take additional steps to mitigate 
its impact on the students of color we teach? June’s comment reminded me of Leonardo’s (2004) 
critiques of a “White Critical Whiteness Studies” that tends to be written by White academics, 
for a White academic audience, and which, among many things, works to “consistently mystify 
the process of racial accumulation through occlusion of history and forsaking structural analysis 
for a focus on the individual” (p. 141). He continues to suggest that, “even when critical analysis 
takes white experience as its unit of analysis, this must be subjected to the rigors of the analytics 
of the oppressed” (p. 141). June’s observation and Leonardo’s point are in conversation; that a 
focus on our observations of our own Whiteness, while important, must also concern itself with 
(in our case) impacts on our teaching and further, be responsive to stakeholders of color who are 
most negatively impacted by Whiteness.  
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I responded to June’s post, offering a summary of the article, and that her point was well 
taken. I suggested that we might add a question like, “What are the possible impacts of 
Whiteness on visitors' learning experiences?” in acknowledgment that while the study design did 
not intentionally allow for examination of visitor’s experiences of Whiteness in our teaching, that 
might be something we could potentially speculate on. The discussion ended there in the digital 
forum, but for me it has served as a lasting “aha” moment. First, that the study design was doing 
what it was supposed to. In their aptly titled chapter “Designing the Plan While Flying it,” Herr 
and Anderson (2005) suggest that “that solid action research leads to a deepened understanding 
of the question posed as well as to more sophisticated questions" (p. 86). In order to do this, the 
researcher must be in “right relationship” (King & Swartz, 2015) with the participants, in order 
to maintain the “rather simple assertion that members of organizations are knowledgeable and 
intelligent and that ignoring this is poor social research practice” (Greenwood, Whyte, & 
Harkavy, 1993, p. 178). By choosing PAR and teacher inquiry I chose a design that sets each 
participant up as a resource not only to point out our blind spots but to improve the study overall-
-such as through co-developing our questions.  
Not only was it illustrative of how PAR can and should be a platform for co-creating our 
questions, but also demonstrated to me how working on this with others forced me to consider 
aspects of this work I would not have otherwise. Like, why had I not planned from the outset to 
study impact on students with actual students by including students as participants? What 
contributed to my comfort with being satisfied with just exploring the interiority of our 
Whiteness? This points very clearly to future opportunities for research, but also illuminates an 
instructive benefit of PAR research specifically, that set up a design in which not only would we 
co-create content but that this co-creation would be instructive for us all--including myself. 
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Centering Whiteness So We Can Dismantle It 
Grounding our discussions first in videos, podcasts, and other resources about Whiteness 
also brought up new questions that we might not have otherwise considered. Elizabeth felt these 
resources were helpful as they illuminated for her that “so much focus on race is about POC, and 
I had never thought much about how different elements in a culture of politeness prevent racial 
awareness.” She linked this idea to Claire’s observation that “museums tend to stand as places 
that speak and represent humanity through this lens of universality without an awareness of its 
own identity,” in the same way that White people “go through the world unaware of our own 
Whiteness.” June similarly noted in our focus group conversation the value of bringing “an 
awareness of the positionality and identity of being a White person teaching in the galleries… 
because I think that it's easier to and we are encouraged in many ways to pretend that it's an 
invisible identity and something neutral. It's really not.” These resources brought to the fore the 
point that Whiteness is in fact definable, we need to define it for ourselves, and these definitions 
find fertile ground in our teaching.  
They also brought to the fore an inherent tension in our work: What does it mean for us to 
center Whiteness so that we can critique it? Is this just another way for Whiteness to take up 
space? For Claire, while CWS was new for her, she suggested that “I hear both sides - the need 
to understand it [Whiteness] but also how it can hamper voices of color.” Elizabeth also noted 
that “this question of how to talk about and address Whiteness with accountability but without 
centering Whiteness is hugely complicated and important, and something I can't begin to see an 
answer to.” June similarly acknowledged the tension, but also suggested “that without naming 
Whiteness and studying it, we again run risks outlined in the first [ “Deconstructing Whiteness”] 
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and second [“Turning the Lens”] video, that this identity becomes a default invisible one, a non-
identity, further perpetuating a central problem of Whiteness in general.”  
In the same conversation thread Elizabeth suggested that one thing that might help us 
puzzle through the tension between centering Whiteness and critically treating it is the 
distinction “between private and public;” such that “this conversation doesn't take up space or 
attention or resources the same way a viral TED talk or academic department would.” In other 
words, we can do this work together without bringing attention to ourselves that might otherwise 
go to a person of color doing similar work. She does suggest that there is a wrinkle to this line of 
thought, that it could also be seen as an argument that the burden of “all public conversations 
about Whiteness be the responsibility of POC,” which is something I believe we would all agree 
is also problematic. Elizabeth acknowledges the “precarious balance” at work here but also notes 
that for her, there are not “a lot of good examples to pave the way,” referring to examples of 
White people responsibly taking up space. This line of thinking may exist in tension with our 
current work that involves us publicly speaking about our work for this study, but perhaps also 
offers an opportunity for us to attempt the type of modeling Elizabeth is naming here. 
Limitations of White Affinity Spaces 
The nature of discussing Whiteness with other White people also points to some clear 
limitations, many of which we discussed within the digital sphere. Towards the beginning of data 
generation I had what I have come to call my “researcher existential crisis” around my role as a 
White researcher doing CWS and (over)shared my concerns with the group: 
Here comes my cool researcher existential crisis rant that I'm hoping you can all help me 
though. I've been rereading the literature on whiteness and critical Whiteness studies and 
the more I read the more I'm beginning to think that maybe as a White person I should 
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just... be using my power and privilege to amplify voices of color who are already doing 
this work. Like, if by definition I'm limited by my Whiteness in my ability to understand 
my Whiteness, then maybe I should stop taking up space in academia. Isn't that what 
equity looks like-- shifting/relinquishing power, etc? If I do this, am I just replicating 
Whiteness?? 
and whatever, I know the argument is that White people need to do this work, and one of 
my anticipated findings is that doing this work with peers is helpful... but sometimes I 
really wonder what I'm doing. Help? (or a more productive question since realistically I 
don't see myself quitting my doctoral program right now even if it's the right thing to do: 
What are ways we can avoid replicating Whiteness through this process?) 
Though we initially grounded our work in scholarship by people of color, by not 
including voices of color as checks along the way we also limited our ability to see perspectives 
beyond our own when it comes to discussing race in the context of the critical moments we 
described in our reflections. Elizabeth speaks to this concern when she shared that she feels she’s 
“in a vacuum,” alluding to the predominantly White area she lives in. While she’s “really happy 
to have this group,” meaning our digital sphere, she is quick to note that aside from her partner, 
everyone she speaks to about her Whiteness and museum teaching is White. For her, this speaks 
to a limited ability to assess her own “blind spots” and brings up the question she asks: “How do 
we know what we’re doing is right and not doing more harm than good?”  
For me the question was not necessarily, how do we know if this is good, but how do we 
know it’s enough? How do we know when we are “done”? In my follow up conversation with 
June, I shared my question of whether our work in the digital sphere of reflecting and adjusting is 
enough. I suggest that I think our reflexive work is important, that “we're doing good work 
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raising up--right, I did this in my teaching today… This is what I think the impact [of my 
teaching] might've been, documenting instances where we think our Whiteness has crept in and 
what we think we're going to do next time differently. And that's good, and I think that's what it 
needs to be.” However, I still feel uncertain about whether that’s the entirety of the work, asking: 
“Is that what it is?”  
June suggested in response that she’s “a big proponent of just having the conversation 
being praxis, having that movement being important,” seemingly agreeing that this reflexive 
work is movement in the right direction. That being said, she also thought about this idea of 
whether it is enough and for her, the answer is no, “I don’t think it’ll ever be enough.” She went 
on to speak about institutional limitations, and what our abilities are as educators to affect change 
in terms of funding structures, and other deep-seated systems of inequity that shape all levels of 
museum work. In this exchange I believe we are speaking around a couple different ideas: 1) my 
question of: What is enough in terms of a study design that actually helps answer our questions 
about Whiteness in teaching and 2) June’s question about what is enough in terms of doing anti-
racist work as White practitioners.  
While separate questions, I think they both illuminate both the inherently limited and at 
the same time perpetual nature of anti-racist work as White practitioners. As Elizabeth noted 
towards the beginning of data generation, our questions about the value of centering Whiteness 
in order to critique it begets more questions. How do we tell people about what we learned 
without taking up space from other researchers and practitioners of color doing this work? How 
do we know when our Whiteness is limiting our ability to critique it? These lead to more 
questions that do not have definable answers, or ones we can’t necessarily know the answers to. 
This speaks to a well-documented quality of White allyship and anti-racist work; anti-racism is a 
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lifelong pursuit to understand all the new and different ways we manifest racism as individuals 
and as participants in systemically racist structures--and dismantle them as we go (Dewhurst & 
Crum, 2020). Further, this lifelong work changes as we do; Thompson (2003) adds that, “not 
only have we not arrived but we cannot know, either in a pragmatic or in a visionary sense, what 
the end of the journey looks like. What will come to count as anti-racist will change as we take 
on new lived possibilities” (p. 20). Anti-racist work is constant, and there are always new aspects 
of Whiteness to uncover in our teaching, our personal relationships, and all aspects of our lives. 
A true ally’s work is by definition never done. 
Action Steps 
Also vital to our research design was the implementation of actions, or interventions on 
our teaching. We interpreted actions broadly--a tweak in our teaching, a way to share our work 
with others, reflecting on an ongoing question in our work. The ways we conceived of our 
actions may indicate both advantages to working as a White practitioner affinity group, but may 
also indicate some limitations of this design. 
Ultimately, our actions took on a variety of shapes. Some were on a relatively small 
scale; Claire mentioned she might consider trying something new in her teaching around noting 
phenotypes with younger children as a way to normalize discussing difference; June suggested 
she would consider using a student's exact language in her paraphrases going forward; and I 
played with ideas around group management as a form of care. Some of our actions ended up 
taking the shape of unanticipated opportunities to share our work with others attempting to 
similarly address Whiteness in their teaching. For example, Elizabeth was asked if she could 
share our observation protocol with another predominantly White education team. In our focus 
group June alluded to “the community building aspect” of our inquiry group, which “really 
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encouraged me to create different community based and dialogical spaces with other White 
people,” indicating a further sharing of some of the principles of our work with others. Elizabeth 
similarly mentioned utilizing our Google Groups format with her predominantly White docent 
group in their conversations about Whiteness. 
Additionally, some of us have engaged in actions that involve sharing our work with the 
art and museum education fields. June, Elizabeth, and I co-authored a chapter exploring the 
specific questions we discussed related to the limitations of single visit field trips and other one-
off museum programs for an upcoming edited volume. We also presented some of our findings 
in conferences such as the 2021 NAEA annual conference, and will be submitting proposals for 
others. I have also been sharing some of our work in different opportunities I have had to speak 
with museum studies classes. We take seriously our responsibility to share this work, particularly 
with the aims of demonstrating how it might be adapted to other contexts. However, this brings 
up important questions we need to also consider around White people taking up more space than 
they should in conversations about Whiteness, and acknowledging the limits of our work as well. 
It is also worth noting that in response to my question in the focus group about any 
lasting impacts on our teaching as a result of having participated in the study, there was no 
mention of actionable changes to our teaching. We discussed the importance of being observed, 
of having a reflexive community to do this work with, delineating time and space to do reflexive 
work, and the importance of naming our Whiteness, but no one suggested an actual change they 
have made to their teaching as a result of this work. Elizabeth did mention that because of the 
timing, all of her “plans for how it [participating in the study] was going to impact how I taught 
Woman Work evaporated with COVID,” which I relate to as well. I do not mean to suggest that 
just because no one answered with responses related to practice that there might not have been 
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subconscious changes, or that changes have happened that did not occur to us in that moment, or 
that changes won’t occur in the future. However, I am still not convinced that the actions that did 
come out of this study (e.g., presenting in conferences, publishing our work) are the actions that 
are most needed right now. While this study was not set up to primarily focus on impacts on 
students, to me this lack of direct action with regards to our teaching is a glaring indicator of 
what more work needs to be done, and how our biases shape and limit our questions and 
reflective work. 
My Role Within the Group 
PAR and teacher inquiry group literatures speak at length about the role of the researcher, 
and particularly so when researching for the purpose of dissertation work, where many parts of 
the process may be co-owned, but the outcome(s) are not necessarily (Herr & Anderson, 2005). 
While we were all working as “insiders” to the field of museum education, my role as researcher, 
convener, facilitator, and being situated in an academic context complicated my position as 
insider within the group (Herr & Anderson, 2005). This tension was particularly at play for me 
when discussing reflections on our teaching that we were not comfortable with, areas we still had 
questions on and thought could be improved. I did not anticipate the discomfort I would feel in 
those moments insofar as determining my role in whether or how I might offer suggestions for 
next time. Are we sharing for the sole purpose of reflection, or, as action research demands, 
sharing for the purpose of making actual changes (actions!) in our practice that move us towards 
solving our predetermined problem? I felt this as the primary researcher, familiar with some 
earlier CWS literature that seemingly absolved researchers of their responsibility to intervene 
when they observed racism happening in front of their eyes (Jupp et al., 2016). I felt this as a 
fellow educator, who has learned so much from being observed and evaluated (in fact I wish it 
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happened more!), and I felt it as an educator trainer with a coaching practice. Conversely, I also 
felt this as a person who admittedly really dislikes unsolicited feedback. It was not clear to me at 
the time whether the act of our sharing in a PAR and practitioner inquiry design by definition 
opened us up to feedback, or whether feedback should be offered only when a participant 
expressly asked for it.  
A couple moments illustrate this: in response to June’s reflection on her usage of 
“African American” in her paraphrase described in her narrative I offered that my VTS trainer 
recommends an alternative phrasing of the second question in VTS (What do you see that makes 
you say X instead of Y?), and suggested an alternative paraphrase (“what do you see that makes 
you say they are African-American, as opposed to African, or someone who is Black from 
somewhere else?"). I suggest that might be “super clunky,” but that “I don't have a problem with 
pressing that student on their thoughts, especially since I think the term African American is so 
misunderstood in general. And save using students' exact language for when they use an 
especially evocative turn of phrase or vocab word or something.” And when Claire wrote about 
feeling more comfortable discussing race with older students and adults than with younger 
students, I suggested she try and “apply whatever it is that helps you feel comfortable discussing 
race with older students to discussions with younger ones.” I also think of mine and Claire’s 
follow up conversation on Zoom where we discuss her choice not to bring DCF groups to 
Woman Work. I lightly suggest at the end of our conversation that perhaps there’s an entry point 
in establishing the White, dominant, wealthy, capitalist figure as “the Man” we should all agitate 
against, but largely I spend most of energy in my responses sympathizing with the difficulty of 
her position (“oh my God, it’s the hardest thing”), offering that this is not a demographic I have a 
lot of experience with in NYC and therefore have limited practical advice. I felt strange weighing 
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in on what I thought she should have done, given my limited experience actually implementing 
that behavior. While this is true, I believe this point could have been pushed further by me, or 
addressed at another time.  
In each case I felt uncomfortable, as neither June nor Claire asked for feedback, and I was 
nervous I would be risking the camaraderie of the group if all of a sudden these reflexive 
exercises started to feel evaluative--a problem I already experienced during pilot data generation 
and knew would negatively affect the data. I shared these questions with Dr. Hubard, who 
suggested I ask the group what they thought. Claire wrote back that she didn’t “think of any of 
the advice given as unsolicited! As part of being in this group I feel I went in with the 
understanding of receiving advice and welcoming it!” June agreed that “these conversations are 
vital to the work we do, that we HAVE to have them, and that the discomfort of feeling 
correction or advice, being called in, or puzzling through our morals, is the work itself.” 
However, she did suggest that “it feels very different to write about these experiences than to talk 
about them,” such that she “found myself appreciative of the feedback and responses, but I 
sometimes felt that I wanted to clarify something or provide more context.” June is beginning to 
speak to limitations of writing about our ideas rather than discussing them in person, which I will 
cover in more detail below. But with regards to my role within the group, I feel these exchanges 
illustrate well both my concerns about the nature of my role within the group, but also the 
freedom and opportunity contained within the design of PAR both for me to solicit feedback 
from participants, and more importantly for them to be able to share feedback in return. This was 
in line with PAR literature that supports the idea that PAR is committed to the improvement of 
the individual as well as the culture or institution to which they belong (McTaggart, 1998). 
Individual knowledge and self-awareness should be extended to the rest of the group; 
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participants work to change themselves, support others in their own efforts to change, and 
together work to change institutions and society (McTaggart, 1998). 
Further, I also am reminded of literature of so-called “safe spaces,” that remind us that 
familiar notions of safety and comfort that we associate with being prerequisites in certain 
educational contexts are not helpful for race talk. DiAngelo and Sensoy (2014) remind us that 
even suggesting a space be “safe” to engage in race talk for White people signals an unreadiness, 
or lack of appreciation for the work required, and necessary affective tension required to 
understand it. I’m not sure I, nor any of the participants, ever expected our digital sphere to feel 
completely comfortable or safe, but I do think it is worth noting how even still I spent a 
significant amount of time worrying about whether I was pushing too hard or not enough--in a 
group designed specifically for pushing each other. 
Modes of Data Generation 
In addition to commenting on the broad methodological principles of the PAR study 
design, participants also reacted to the value and limitations of some of the specific data 
generation methods we used. 
Reflective Writing 
Reflective writing was our main source of data in the digital sphere; it both served as a 
vehicle to convey the data from our observations, and also became data itself. That said, writing 
in our digital forum also highlighted some limitations that we reflected on during data 
generation.  
Claire noted the tension that comes with writing about our reflections necessarily 
involves moving some steps away from reality, particularly if we end up reflecting some time 
after we teach. For her, writing “is especially useful for the personal reflection as it allows us to 
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edit our thoughts,” however the format might not “capture the fresh in the moment 
reactions/details” we might include if we were writing immediately after our teaching. In my 
response I speak to what I believe Claire means by the idea that we “edit” our ideas, speaking to 
what happens in our minds between the time the event actually occurs, to when we reflect on it 
after it happens, and then finally sit down to write about our reflections:  
You're onto something about reflective writing, which I hadn't really done much of 
before this project--there's an added step of reflection maybe when you have to 1, figure 
out your thoughts and then 2, figure out how to write it down, which feels like a very 
different task than just forming words in the moment, as you might in an interview. 
There's also this interesting added layer that this design adds which is first we reflect 
verbally with whoever observed us, and THEN essentially reflect on that reflection to 
decide how it all gets put into writing. I'm sure we emphasize some parts, deemphasize 
others that we think are less relevant, etc.  
Writing in this way removes ourselves from the events we are reflecting on, and as such 
necessarily colors the way we convey the “reality” of said events. I did not require participants to 
put their thoughts in writing immediately after the observation as a component of the design 
(whereas in the past I typically tried to schedule interviews right after observations for this 
reason), but perhaps would suggest doing so in the future as a way to preserve some of those 
immediate reactions. Another implied nuance to our writing that I suggest here are ways our 
writing may shift when we write for others. A written reflection that we write just for ourselves 
may look very different from what we write knowing others will see and respond to it. 
The issue of time came up not just in terms of distance from the event but in terms of 
response time to each other. For example, towards the end of data generation it occurred to me 
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that there were several ideas I wanted to follow up on and decided to schedule follow up 
conversations to do so. In describing my rationale for this choice, I speak to some of the 
limitations inherent to writing being our main form of data collection: “It’s hard to follow up in 
this format on more specific questions I have based on your writing. Like in an interview I would 
just probe in the moment, but to follow up by email feels stilted.” On the other hand, because I 
had a written record of our ideas, it was easier to reflect on what I wanted to follow up on, 
whereas in an interview I would have needed to make those choices on the spot. Similarly, June 
reflected on the tension of convenience versus dynamism of the Google Groups format we used, 
suggesting that while “the blog format is so very conducive to our variant and complex 
schedules,” for her “it feels very different to write about these experiences than to talk about 
them.” She offers the example that if we were reflecting with each other in real time, such as in 
an interview, she might be better able to “clarify something or provide more context.”  
This lag time between submission and response also produced some unanticipated 
anxiety for me in the role of facilitator of our group. Per Dr. Hubard’s suggestion I shared with 
participants that I felt anxious every time I sent a message via the digital sphere, which was a 
noticeable thing to me because I don’t “live with anxiety otherwise”:  
And not sure about you, but there’s this weird thing that happens when you communicate 
by email that there isn’t like immediate confirmation of anything that we might get from 
each other if we were together in person… such that, if it takes a few days for someone to 
respond to our writing I know personally I sit around thinking OMG WHAT TERRIBLE 
THING HAVE I SAID --, until someone writes back and says, “oh yeah I’ve been 
thinking the same thing!” or whatever. 
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Here I am referring to every time I messaged the digital sphere, but perhaps particularly to 
reflections on my teaching that conveyed choices I was not necessarily proud of. In an attempt to 
model vulnerability for the group, I was nervous that I was sharing information about my 
teaching that revealed my racism. While this was a very clearly stated goal of the study, sitting 
with the feeling of vulnerability once you press “send” and not knowing how people would 
respond was new for me. I wonder if these feelings might have been mitigated if we were in 
person, where I might have received some type of verbal or physical response more immediately, 
whether affirmation of my ideas or not. For me, the not-knowing was a source of anxiety. I have 
to wonder if this time lag also played into all of our vulnerabilities. 
June also commented on some of the discomfort she felt sitting down to submit her 
reflection, that for her came up because of the written format:  
In the case of my writing, I will share that one day, I took the day off work because i felt 
so burnt out. That morning, I decided I would write a long overdue response on this 
forum. Because i was not at work, it was easier for me to notice my discomfort in 
forming sentences and describing moments. I found myself holding the fear (as 
articulated again in D'Angelo's [2018] text, which my staff just re-read so it is very front 
of mind) of being outed as Racist. This is in opposition to the acknowledgment that we 
are all navigating the reality that we will all have blind-spots and act in ways that are 
long-case r racist.  
June is speaking to a fear she felt that in documenting her reflections on her teaching that her 
racism was also being “outed.” This brought to the forefront a new consideration for me, and 
which I shared in my reply to her--that “it’s HARD to stand up and document (in writing no 
less!) all the potential ways in which we let our Whiteness and White supremacist thinking into 
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our teaching.” I think I understood that I was putting all of us in a vulnerable position in being 
observed and documenting our thoughts for each other, but that it now exists in writing for 
perpetuity certainly adds a layer of vulnerability to the process.  
Again, though, this reveals another incongruity between our collective intellectual 
understanding of the need to “move through discomfort” in order to do this work, and 
understanding that feeling our feelings (anxiety) is not just hard, but is also sometimes the actual 
work (Applebaum; 2008; Levine-Rasky, 2000; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983; Matias, 2016; 
Thompson, 2003).  
On Observing/Being Observed 
Several participants also commented on the experience both of being observed while 
teaching and observing others teach. Claire shared at the end of her written reflection that for her, 
“it really is easier to observe someone and see what you would do differently in the moment 
versus the one giving the tour. This is probably obvious but I think this exercise further 
illuminated it for me!” Claire is commenting on the different positions one takes as observer vs. 
observed, suggesting that it is easier to see alternative options as the observer, rather than as the 
educator making choices in the moment. Elizabeth also expressed an appreciation for the 
opportunity to “carve space” for that experience, noting the “separation between your own self 
reflection and then having external eyes, because we have so many blinders in around race in 
general.” The effects of these “blinders” were demonstrated in Elizabeth’s comments in her 
written reflection on her teaching when she noted that, “one thing my observer [Claire] pointed 
out to me, that I was semi-conscious of in one instance but not always aware of the rest of the 
time, was that there were moments when I avoided naming race.” 
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Elizabeth is noting how while there may be problematic moments in our teaching that we may be 
conscious of in the moment, having “external eyes” focused on us while we teach helps us notice 
any blind spots that we would never be able to see or begin to articulate if we were just reflecting 
on our teaching on our own.  
Elizabeth also reflected that being observed was a helpful reality check in terms of 
aligning her intentions with what happens in practice: “Okay, I have really good intentions, I 
really want to be explicit. And you know, like the, the, like I pat myself on the back, I’m doing a 
lot of work around this, for myself. And I'm like, oh, like, don't forget, you have a lot of work to 
do.” Elizabeth elaborated on this idea in our focus group conversation, acknowledging that “I can 
be like, ‘Oh, I have read all of Ta Nehisi Coates. I've read all of this stuff, right, and I've been 
learning about this for years and I am doing all the--I’ve written this anti-racist core curriculum.’ 
And then [my observer] Claire was like, ‘Hey, look at when you didn't do this thing.’ Right? 
[laughter] And so it keeps you on track.’”  
For many of us, our relationship to our observer was also impactful. In our one-on-one 
conversation, Claire expressed that for her, being observed by a trusted colleague contrasted very 
much from her overall feelings around being judged by classroom teachers. For her, being 
observed by Elizabeth “made me feel more confident and I know that usually, it's the opposite 
for most people, but I think it was good to have somebody else in the room that knew exactly 
what I was doing, knew where I was going, what I was trying to do, the goals, made me feel 
more confident and more able to have those conversations.” In the focus group she elaborated on 
this point:  
This experience of being observed for the point of anti-racist teaching and whether we 
were doing it “right,” it felt like there was a lot more on the line than any other time I've 
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ever been shadowed for a tour. But on the flip side, the playing field felt way more even. 
So usually, when I am shadowed for a tour, when somebody observes me, it's my boss. 
Right? It's somebody who I expect at the end of this tour that they're going to have 
critique and they know more than I do about it. They have more experience with it. But 
this time being observed, I felt like there was more on the line. There was more to mess 
up. There was more to be nervous about. But we were sort of like all in it together, and 
the playing field was even. So I think that's what made it so unique and such an 
interesting thing to participate in. 
This felt true for me as well; I shared in one of my written reflections that while I do feel 
very comfortable with my supervisor Pia, it also felt as though her supervisory role “impacted 
our conversation after as it took on a slightly evaluative tinge.” It seems that not only is being 
observed an important element to uncovering aspects of Whiteness in our teaching, but also 
doing so with a peer might bring other benefits as well, including a greater degree of 
vulnerability on the part of the observed person.  
Elizabeth also commented on being in the position of observer, noting that she felt it was 
“kind of fun to see other people teach, right, like you see--oh, like they phrase that in this way, 
that's a really good thing. I'm going to try and do that.” In the focus group Elizabeth added to 
this, suggesting that she learned things from seeing Claire teach that she planned to “steal.” 
Surprisingly, Elizabeth and Claire both noted during our focus group conversation that prior to 
this study they had never had the opportunity to observe each other teach at all, despite working 
at the same museum. I had mentioned how much of my practice is shaped by early opportunities 
in my career to observe lots of museum educators, and that I feel it is a real shame that museums 
do not incorporate more shadowing into our (paid) professional development--not just in terms 
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of developing an anti-racist practice, but also towards developing a practice in general. Taken 
together our ideas about being observed by a trusted peer pointed to clear benefits for our work: 
ensuring that our practice and teaching goals are aligned, being able to learn from other 
practitioners, and even an increased sense of confidence. Perhaps it should not be so surprising 
that we derived so much value from being observed, as well as observing each other; many anti-
racist and museum practitioners alike point to the value of collaborative work and learning from 
other practitioners when working towards anti-racist teaching (King & Swartz, 2015; 
Valenzuela, 1999; Dewhurst, 2019).  
However, Elizabeth aptly noted an irony to this, that “for a field that talks a whole lot 
about collaboration,” these opportunities to learn from each other are unfortunately often few and 
far between. While I believe we were able to achieve authentic collaborative relationships within 
the digital sphere, this is not always true in the rest of the field; Dewhurst (2019) writes about a 
“culture of niceness” that permeates art education, where “composed niceness” becomes a 
performance of politeness that “precludes trusting, honest relationships” (p. 164). Instead of 
competing with each other for opportunities, she asks, “what if we could build on a commitment 
to multiplicity by actually incorporating and building on each other’s ideas, art-making, and 
teaching to create new and collective ways of thinking about art, education, and research?” (p. 
161). That model of work would reward people “not for our individual production, but rather for 
how we have contributed to a community” (p. 161). With regards to observation, this perspective 
points to a new paradigm of professional development for WME’s (I would suggest all museum 
educators) where our institutions and those in decision-making roles do not simply give lip 
service to the power of collaboration, but actually put their money where their mouths are and 
pay us for this mutually beneficial labor.  
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We Felt Our Feelings: Now What? 
This work was often emotional, but also generative. For example, Claire reflected on 
“what hard and difficult work this can be!” She continues that as a result of “an effort to be more 
reflective and analytical of how Whiteness permeates my practice as an educator,” it has 
“become clearer for me to see how easy it is to take the path of least resistance and just ignore 
talking about race, ignore self-examination, and keep the status quo.” In the same thread June 
echoed some of these ideas, suggesting that for her “both reading everyone else's reflections and 
writing my own has felt enlightening and uncomfortable at times.” June also added during our 
focus group conversation that she felt participating in this research was “really emotionally 
useful to externalize these experiences. And to hold and hear other people's experiences as well 
because I think it sort of helped to mitigate the shame and guilt that happened with being called 
out or in or having different ways of Whiteness showing up.” Here she is speaking to both the 
value of voicing our vulnerabilities instead of keeping them inside us, as well as being vulnerable 
with others as a way to “mitigate” those feelings of guilt and shame that came up for us 
particularly when sharing moments in our teaching we were not proud of.  
June also named fear of being “outed as Racist” above as a response to her writing for the 
digital sphere, which I appreciate so much in conversation with Moraga and Anzaldúa (1983) 
who I return to to suggest the most powerful affective emotion is not shame or guilt but rather 
fear:  
[Guilt] is an intellectual mask to a feeling. Fear is a feeling—fear of losing one’s power, 
fear of being accused, fear of a loss of status, control, knowledge. Fear is real. Possibly 
this is the emotional, non-theoretical place from which serious anti-racist work among 
white feminists can begin (p. 62). 
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DiAngelo & Sensoy (2014) add that White practitioners need to closely examine where our fears 
come from, because “if one does not fear actual physical harm, then some reflection on what one 
does fear can be a rich avenue of self-knowledge and social insight” (p. 127). In the same exact 
way that we talk about supporting White students to name and move through these feelings in 
their own anti-racist development, so too did we as participants. For me this was helpful 
evidence and a reminder that White practitioners need to do the requisite self-work in order to 
fully appreciate the work we are expecting of our students. 
And at the same time, the work is not done just because we felt our feelings. Elizabeth 
spoke to the discomfort she felt acknowledging that our questions around centering Whiteness so 
that we could critique it led to only more questions. She noted that questions leading to more 
questions is “usually such a great thing when we're talking about art, but feels so uncomfortable 
because the stakes are so high.” These added stakes may be contributing to our emotional 
responses--our fears and anxieties may be even more pronounced the more we come to 
understand the harm we may be inducing in our teaching because of our Whiteness. However, 
while our ultimate goal was to mitigate this harm, perhaps the biggest actual outcome of 
participating in the study is a collective appreciation for a) just how easy it is to slip back into 
Whiteness and b) the ongoing value of reflexive work. This may speak to the benefit and 
limitedness of White affinity group work; the design allowed these feelings to be expressed, but 
did not necessarily point us towards any meaningful answers with regards to impact on students 
of color, but rather more questions--which, while in line with practitioner inquiry work 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999b), certainly indicates a future research agenda that centers voices 
of color and their experiences of Whiteness in museum education contexts.  
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I am not sure if I expected anyone to report that they would feel less racist as a result of 
participating in the study, but I suppose now that data would seem disingenuous, given all we 
know about the unending nature of this work for White practitioners (see Ahmed, 2006). Perhaps 
the greatest lesson of all has been that we may never become the fully realized anti-racist 
practitioners we want to be because by definition that does not really exist. The work is a 
teaching-reflection-action cycle that goes on forever. 
Chapter Summary 
This section addressed findings that helped answer our third and fourth research 
questions focusing on reflections pertaining to our ideas about the study design and reflections 
on participating in practitioner inquiry and PAR in the context of a White affinity group. 
• What issues or questions arise when four WME’s gather to discuss impacts of Whiteness 
in their museum teaching? 
• How, if at all, does a co-reflexive, participatory exploration of their Whiteness over time 
influence their thinking and practice, particularly as it pertains to discussing race with 
museum visitors? 
o What are participants’ perceptions about the value of a White affinity group? 
While questions about our work were raised throughout data generation, this section 
treated our ideas about the questions we raised with regards to our role as White practitioner-
researchers centering Whiteness so that we could subvert it in our teaching. Our ideas about 
different aspects of the study design help clarify some of its limitations as well as opportunities. 
In gathering as a White affinity group we were able to discuss certain aspects of our Whiteness 
and be more vulnerable with each other, without burdening our friends and colleagues of color. 
PAR enabled us, especially me, to ask questions about our design as we went and solicit 
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feedback from participants. Writing about our ideas was a convenient way for us to reflect. 
However, each of these choices also posed limitations that impacted our work together in 
different ways. Every study design is limited; I think our reflections on the nature of these 
limitations and enduring questions about the emotional nature of White allyship and anti-racist 
work point towards possible directions for future research, as well as new considerations for me 
as I consider future research projects. 
 
*** 
Before turning to the last chapter and implications of this work on practice and research, I 
return to questions I have frequently considered during this study, and still not sure I have 
answers to: Do the demands of anti-racism point to a need to discuss race/racism on every 
museum tour? Does every single-visit program need to have as its goal institutional critique, use 
of counternarrative, and/or discussions regarding our own racialization and/or that of the 
artworks? Moreover, what if a tour consists entirely of looking at dynamic counternarratives 
featuring people of color doing ordinary, everyday, joyful things (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 
2015; Kazanjian, 2021) such that racism per se does not come up, but conversations about the 
artworks support students’ capacities to embrace ambiguity, hear multiple perspectives, and 
come away with new knowledge or appreciation for the culture represented and in turn 
knowledge about themselves? Is that tour anti-racist? 
I think the short answer to these is yes or no depending on the needs, desires, and 
capacities of the specific group. But increasingly I think the longer answer (which is, of course, 
just a series of more questions) is more instructive to me as I consider further ways to push my 
own anti-racist practice. Our data surfaced different justifications behind our choices to avoid, 
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varying as much as our Whitenesses varied from WME to WME, such that I think it might help 
all WME’s to consider more critically: What is behind my choice not to push my groups towards 
race talk? What is the specific nature of my avoidance? And what are the consequences for my 
students when I do? Or, conversely, am I making a choice based on an informed decision based 
on actual knowledge about this group?  
Another question we may ask is: Regardless of the intended content of the tour, how will 
I show up in unanticipated moments where a visitor makes an association to racist violence 
happening in the news, or offers an interpretation informed by racial bias, or asks a pointed 
question about Whiteness in our spaces? The question for me becomes how well equipped will I 
be to notice these in the moment in the first place, and address them with appropriate measures 




CHAPTER 7: Conclusion and Implications for Practice and Research 
 
In order to respond to longstanding curiosities I had about the nature of Whiteness in art 
museum teaching, I approached this study with one broad question: How does Whiteness 
manifest in art museum gallery teaching? To begin to answer this question in Chapter 2 I 
reviewed literature on museum education gallery teaching practices; descriptions of Whiteness 
guided by Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS); Whiteness’s 
implications on teaching in classroom contexts; ways to discuss race and Whiteness with 
students; and ended with considerations related to discussing race through art and museum 
pedagogies. Chapter 3 describes the study I designed, wherein I recruited and facilitated a White 
affinity practitioner inquiry group, guided by principles of participatory action research. 
Together, participants in the inquiry group generated the following research questions:  
• How does Whiteness manifest in art museum gallery teaching for four White museum 
educators? 
• How might perceived impacts of our Whiteness shift depending on the racial 
demographics of the groups we are teaching? 
• What issues or questions arise when four WME’s gather to discuss impacts of Whiteness 
in their museum teaching? 
• How, if at all, does a co-reflexive, participatory exploration of their Whiteness over time 
influence their thinking and practice, particularly as it pertains to discussing race with 
museum visitors? 
○ What are participants’ perceptions about the value of a White affinity group? 
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To answer these questions we were observed by each other or a trusted colleague while 
teaching in the museum, reflected on these observations, shared our reflections, and responded to 
each other’s reflections via posts in our digital sphere. I also conducted one-on-one conversations 
with each WME and facilitated a focus group conversation with all of us. Together this data 
contributed to the narratives conveyed in Chapter 4 that reflected each participant’s ideas 
pertaining to the first two research questions regarding our ideas about Whiteness and our 
museum teaching practices. Chapter 5 provides analysis of these findings across our narratives 
alongside literature on museum education pedagogies, anti-Blackness, White privilege 
pedagogies, and White saviorism. Data also pointed to ways to answer our third and fourth 
research questions, discussed in Chapter 6, which focuses on ideas about participating in the 
study, what questions it raised and continues to raise for us, and what emotions surfaced 
throughout the process.  
I turn now to implications for practice and research.  
Implications for Practice and Further Research 
As Elizabeth said, questions regarding centering Whiteness in order to subvert it “beget 
more questions,” and in this spirit as well as guidance from literature from practitioner inquiry 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999) that seek to surface further, more particular questions about our 
work rather than certain answers, I present implications of this study in the form of questions it 
has generated. I also present these implications for practice and research together to reflect how 




Studying Impact of Whiteness on Visitors of Color 
This study is predicated on the need for WME’s to do more work analyzing their own 
Whiteness and thinking about ways it might impact their museum teaching. However, while it 
raised many questions and speculations about ways Whiteness might impact visitors of color, it 
was not designed to study actual impacts on visitors of color. While we have some indication of 
ways that visitors of color experience museum spaces generally (Dudzinska-Przesmitzki & 
Grenier, 2011; Falk, 1995), as a field we need more research that centers POC’s experiences of 
and reactions to Whiteness, specifically in gallery teaching contexts. This points to the following 
questions for further study: 
• What do visitors and students of color have to say about ways Whiteness impacts their 
experiences in museum spaces? 
• What do visitors and students of color have to say about ways Whiteness impacts their 
experiences in organized, gallery teaching programs such as those described in this 
study? 
• What might a study look like that centered visitors of color’s experiences of Whiteness in 
museums and/or museum teaching contexts?  
Professional Development for WME’s 
This study raised a number of provocations and questions indicating a need for updated 




Training Museum Educators to be Comfortable with Multiple Approaches to Teaching with 
Objects 
It seems as though the four WME’s in this study were heavily influenced by their 
backgrounds in Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS), which may have inhibited our ability to 
consider other traditions and pedagogies about use of objects and art to teach towards anti-
racism. While VTS can be a useful orientation in many ways for discussing art through an anti-
racist lens, we might have benefitted from professional development drawing from other 
resources, scholars and practitioners within and without the museum education field to inform 
our growth as anti-racist art museum education practitioners. This makes me wonder: 
• How might professional training and development for museum educators convey the vast 
and varied tools offered by museum education scholars and practitioners, as well as those 
working in related fields, to promote anti-racist teaching? 
Bringing PAR, Practitioner Inquiry, and Racial Affinity Work Home 
The literature on teacher education and museum education alike strongly recommends all 
education practitioners develop a reflexive practice in order to support their general growth, and 
growth as anti-racist educators. For the participants in this study, this work raised up important 
ways that our Whitenesses, while sharing some commonalities, also differed from each other. 
Our differences also raised different questions for us. For example, while we all discussed our 
relationships with classroom teachers, where Elizabeth and I worried about deferring to teachers, 
Claire expressed feeling judged by them. Where Claire, Elizabeth, and I fixated on ways VTS-
like pedagogies held us back from anti-racist teaching, June offered a different perspective. Our 
research question became not necessarily how does Whiteness manifest in art museum teaching, 
but how does my Whiteness manifest in my teaching? The answer for any of us will likely be 
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very different from one to the other, but these nuances can only be seen when we set aside the 
time and energy to uncover them. However, this responsibility is rarely written into our job 
descriptions. Further, museum educators, while often taxed with progressing social justice 
orientated goals in their institutions, are among the least paid at our museums (AAM, 2017), and 
certainly not paid extra to do the reflective work required; as such, understandably, it often goes 
by the wayside (Mask, 2020). While moving through the process of naming our Whiteness and 
its impacts on our teaching was often uncomfortable, fearful, and anxiety producing--and also 
required a significant amount of time and labor--for the WME participants in this study, we all 
agreed it was a useful process to begin to unpack our Whiteness and develop further questions to 
explore in our practice. It was a generative but also largely unfamiliar process for each of us, 
which leads me to consider: 
• How might the development of a reflexive practice become more embedded in what we 
associate with the work of doing museum education? What might it look like for museum 
managers to prioritize this work and build it into (paid) expectations for educators? How 
would this impact trainings and ongoing professional development for all museum 
educators? How might professional development like this improve the visitor experience 
overall?  
o What would be the impact of implementing practitioner working groups amongst 
educators? How might peer-to-peer reflexive exercises enhance our growth and 
professional development?  
o What would be the impact of gathering both separately as racial affinity groups 
and/or as multiracial practitioner groups to discuss impacts of racism and 
Whiteness, not just in our teaching but also from within our institutions? 
316 
 
o What would be the impact of building into our roles paid opportunities to observe 
each other teach? What might WME’s learn about their Whiteness by observing 
and being observed by other WME’s (as we did in this study)? 
o What might be the impact of all museum educators having more--paid-- 
opportunities to observe each other teach?  
• The WME’s participation in the study was limited, and most of us only submitted one 
reflection on our teaching. What might be learned from a more prolonged, cyclical 
approach to practitioner inquiry and PAR in a museum teaching context? 
• What can WME’s learn from their colleagues of color regarding developing anti-racist 
orientations for visitors? What are ways to facilitate this type of learning without further 
burdening our colleagues our color?  
• While the WME’s in this study engaged in a process of self-study, treating ourselves as 
researchers, how might alternative research practices, such as ethnography, 
phenomenology, discourse analysis, narrative inquiry, etc. inform our collective 
understandings of Whiteness as it pertains to museum education teaching practices? 
• The four WME’s in this study reflected a relatively narrow slice of the entirety of 
diversity contained within White museum practitioners. How might explorations of 
Whiteness expand outwards towards treating additional intersecting identity markers, 
including queerness, class, ability, caretaker responsibilities, etc? 
Learning Not Just About Artworks but Specific Considerations for Multiple Racial Groups 
This study included a focus on ways the four WME’s interpreted Blackness, largely 
because that was the content we happened to be working most closely with during the time of 
data generation. That said, in the last several months as I work towards completing this writing, 
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Americans have witnessed a rise in anti-Semitic attacks, attacks on Asian American and Pacific 
Islanders, increasing movement to legislate against providing gender affirming healthcare for 
transgender youth, and most recently a heightened visibility in the ongoing oppression of 
Palestinians by the Israeli government--in addition to ongoing violence experienced by all 
minoritized and oppressed groups in the US. It is all museum educators’ responsibility to ensure 
that all groups feel welcome in our spaces, and that we are equipped to discuss, or at least be able 
to respond to issues relevant to our audiences. This leads me to ask: 
• How can professional development be deployed in order to support all museum educators 
in developing competencies for talking about the vast many ways Whiteness, patriarchy, 
capitalism, imperialism, colonialism and other systems of oppression intersect so that we 
can be better prepared not just to discuss artwork that treat these topics, but also be 
prepared to discuss them with groups for whom they may be quite familiar, or conversely 
completely unfamiliar? 
• How might exhibition-specific trainings be designed to include not just information about 
the artworks from a curatorial perspective, but also include opportunities to discuss with 
other educators pedagogical perspectives on teaching from racialized works?  
• Art museums are historically and contemporarily complicit in upholding White 
supremacy and racial capitalism. What might professional development looked like that 
supported museum educators in developing capacities to facilitate and encourage 
institutional critique with visitors? 
Reimagining Single Visit Field Trips  
Studies about the benefits of single-visit field trips to art museums indicate increased 
capacities for creative thinking, empathy, and critical thinking (Bowen et al., 2014; Greene et al., 
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2014; Krantz & Downey, 2021; RK&A, 2018). Bowen et al. (2014) and Greene et al. (2014) 
note that these benefits are largely felt by students from high-FLR schools, students of color, and 
students from rural areas. However, they also found that single-visits offered no evidence of 
increased critical thinking skills for students from lower-FRL schools, larger towns, or for White 
students. This worries me; if art museums’ most offered programs for K-12 students (RK&A, 
2015) are (according to this one, specific study) not as impactful for advantaged White students 
as they are for their less advantaged peers, as a field I think we need to think more critically 
about why that might be. While Greene et al. (2014) suggest that this might be because White 
and generally more advantaged students are more likely to have families that “have the 
inclination and ability” to provide culturally enriching experiences if their schools do not, 
compared to families of “disadvantaged students” (para. 37), I still have to wonder how and why 
museum pedagogies offered by field trips are not having a greater impact on all student learning, 
regardless of student advantage.51 Is this an invitation to consider ways to implement museum 
pedagogies towards supporting White, advantaged students think outside their comfort zones, 
introduce more counternarratives, sit with ambiguity, and develop other skills that might support 
the development of positive White identities? Are these the type of critical thinking skills we 
need to more intentionally focus on on our tours with advantaged students? 
Additionally, RK&A (2018) report that both the classroom teachers and museum 
educators that they interviewed pointed to multiple constraints posed by the traditional single 
field trip format, particularly limited time to develop authentic and informed relationships with 
the students, communities, and other educators we work with to provide the best experience for 
 
51  This finding to me indicates a strong deficit approach towards “disadvantaged students,” and 
does not take into account how unwelcoming and intimidating museums can be for low-income, 
POC, and/or first-time visitors. 
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our groups, corroborating many of our findings in the digital sphere. We also know that multi-
visit, long-term partnership type programs provide more benefits for students than a single visit 
(Adams et al., 2017; Housen, 2002). If art museum education departments intend for single visit 
field trips to be implemented as part of an anti-racist teaching agenda, I think these concerns 
speak to a strong need to ask how and if the traditional field trip model might be recast as a more 
intentional tool for anti-racist teaching:  
• How might research about single-visit field trips to art museums ascertain more 
specifically their capacity for anti-racist learning skills? Who are the stakeholders who 
would need to be involved in order to answer this? 
o What are the realistic possibilities with regards to achieving anti-racist teaching 
goals in the 45-60 minutes we have with students, whom we have never met and 
will never see again? Are single-visit field trips the best place to attempt this type 
of teaching? And if not, what is the best format for supporting anti-racist growth 
for students? 
o If students with greater advantages, including White students, are not 
demonstrating significant gains in critical thinking skills from single field trip 
visits, to me that’s an indication that the field needs to push our thinking about 
what these students would benefit from. How might these programs be 
reconsidered with this audience in mind in order to foster greater awareness of 
social justice and disadvantage? What type of critical thinking skills might these 




• How might a long-term approach to teacher-museum educator partnership development 
support student learning and anti-racist growth? 
• This study focused on dialogic museum teaching practices. How can further research 
about arts-based activities or other types of non-verbal inquiry inform what additional 
activities we bring into our teaching to enhance anti-racist learning? 
Concluding Thoughts 
I began to think and ask questions about Whiteness and museum teaching early in my 
doctoral experience. Seven years later, these questions are increasingly urgent as racist attacks 
continue against people of color, and Republican party-led, anti-intellectual forces seek to stamp 
out Critical Race Theory (or whatever it is they think CRT is) from educational curricula across 
the United States (Meckler & Natanson, 2021). I have to admit, when I began in 2014 I never 
thought I would see politicians try to undermine the very theoretical frameworks I have come to 
rely on and be inspired by in my own thinking as an aspiring anti-racist pedagogue; in fact, in 
2014, with the advent of the Black Lives Matter movement and a marked uptick in interest in 
museum education circles in anti-racist thinking, I thought things might even get better, not 
worse. 
We face additional increased urgency as the American workforce gets ready to go back to 
work and face what is increasingly unlikely to become a “new” or different normal from what we 
knew previously. As museum educators and other public-facing museum workers, encompassing 
the majority of museum workers of color, bore the brunt of layoffs and insecurity due to 
COVID-19 (AAM, 2021; Di Liscia, 2021; Miranda, 2020), these groups are now among the first 
museum workers to be called back to our in-person work with uncertainty around our physical 
safety, and as underpaid and vulnerable as ever. 
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This is the context and uncertainty with which museum educators prepare to greet 
visitors, students, teachers, and families--also traumatized by the past year-and-a-half’s events--
to our spaces. In a way, research about how four White museum educators perceived their 
Whiteness impacting their teaching might seem insignificant in the face of all the trauma 
everyone has experienced, collectively and as individuals. But I also think these challenges bring 
to the fore the urgency, and potential, of this work for WME’s. More than ever, Whiteness needs 
to be problematized, not wished away; the only way forward is to continue engaging in race talk, 
pushing through the fear and anxiety many WME’s feel, try, and fail, learn from our mistakes, 
and try again to be better practitioners. We do this to model for White students what it looks like 
to name and undermine Whiteness in our midst, be an ally to our friends, family members, and 
colleagues of color. We do this in order to better understand our own Whiteness in order to 
dismantle it. We do this in order to subvert the impact of centuries of barriers to participation in 
our programs for marginalized communities and convey to all of our visitors that issues that 
matter to them matter to us too. We do this in order to improve museum experiences for visitors 
of color, as a part of the work required to envision and create a more racially just world. 
The good news is, if I have learned anything from participating in this study, we are not 
alone in this work. In fact, probably my biggest lesson is that while reflexive work requires me-
work, it’s the us-work that was most instructive for me. We have so many resources to learn 
from; we simply need to choose to.  
Finally, I want to comment on how this study changed my teaching personally. Even 
before COVID-19 I felt I was in a teaching slump--a natural experience perhaps for having been 
doing essentially the same work for nearly ten years, but it felt unnatural to me, someone who 
loves her work and couldn’t understand what was keeping me from growing, what was keeping 
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me stuck. For me, the familiar tools of museum education had become reliable, tried-and-true 
strategies for delivering good, but perhaps not always transformative, radicalizing experiences 
for me or my groups. I think in many ways participating in this study shook me out of some of 
my complacencies: I was thinking about artworks in terms of what 10-15 minute chunks I could 
extract from them in service of the 45-60 minutes I had with groups. I was “using” artworks to 
“serve'' certain conversations, rather than letting them just be, in all their complexity and 
potential. Re-familiarizing myself with different literatures that emphasize embrace of ambiguity 
and co-learning with students reminded me that while I was perhaps attempting to do this with 
my students, I’m not sure I was always fully embodying these beliefs in my practice, in my own 
appreciation of art, or my interactions with other educators. The things that were holding me 
back from fully committing to anti-racist teaching at times were the same things holding me back 
from the transformative, exciting teaching I hope to always provide.  
I am reminded of Marit Dewhurst’s words in her conversation with Melissa Crum (2020), 
that “the work of dismantling Whiteness is one of liberating myself,” such that yes, White people 
should desire a better world for all people of color, but also, perhaps selfishly, we also “want to 
experience the world more fully.” How can White museum education practitioners keep 
expanding our worldviews by dismantling Whiteness, so that there is more room for additional 
ways of knowing, more ways of teaching and learning, better, more liberated lives for us all? 
This is the promise of anti-racist teaching and dismantling Whiteness: yes, a more socially just 
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Appendix A: Digital Sphere Community Agreements 
The following are adapted from Singleton, G. E., & Linton, C. (2006). Courageous conversations 
about race: A field guide for achieving equity in schools. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 
• Stay engaged. 
To stay engaged is a refusal to let your heart and mind “check out” of the conversation 
while leaving your body in place. It is a personal commitment each person makes, 
regardless of the engagement of others. It means remaining morally, emotionally, 
intellectually, and socially involved in the dialogue. 
• Speak your truth (knowing it’s only part of the truth). 
To speak our truths, we must be willing to take risks and be honest about our thoughts, 
feelings and opinions, and not just saying what we perceive others want to hear. Unless 
we can bring our authentic selves to the table the dialogue will remain limited. Honor and 
respect each others’ truth as their own lived experience.   
• Experience discomfort. 
Talking about race, racism, and inequity is often uncomfortable.  Identifying and 
unpacking our own identity groups and the different levels of privilege associated with 
them is even more uncomfortable.  To engage in conversations about race and inequity in 
honest, meaningful ways, we ask participants to agree to experience some discomfort.  
• Expect and accept non-closure. 
There is no “quick fix,” to-do list, or solution to the complex problems posed by racism 
and inequity.  We are not going to solve racism within our organizations, or even within 
ourselves within the scope of this one project. We must commit to an ongoing dialogue 
and a journey of growth together. 
• Confidentiality. 
To support each other in our risk-taking we agree to respect the privacy of each 
individual’s identity and life experiences.  We can share our own learning, but not the 
names and stories of others. 
The following are adapted from MASS Action’s community agreements (n.d.): 
●      We are making an honest attempt to address the most pressing issues of equity within 
our museum. We are building a network of people that are (and have been) developing long-
term solutions and effective strategies based on the immediate confrontation of our most 
pressing issues. 




●      No one knows everything; together we know a lot. This means we all get to practice 
being humble, because we have something to learn from everyone in the room. It also means 
we all have a responsibility to share what we know, as well as our questions, so that others 
may learn from us. 
●      Move up / Move up.  If you’re someone who tends to not speak a lot, please move up 
into a role of speaking more. If you tend to speak a lot, please move up into a role of listening 
more. This is a twist on the on the more commonly heard “step up, step back.” The “up/up” 
confirms that in both experiences, growth is happening. (You don’t go “back” by learning to 
be a better listener.) Saying “move” instead of “step” recognizes that not everyone can step. 
●      We can’t be articulate all the time.  As much as we’d like, we just can’t. Often people 
feel hesitant to participate in a workshop or meeting for fear of “messing up” or stumbling 
over their words. We want everyone to feel comfortable participating, even if you can’t be as 
articulate as you’d like. 
●      In order to create a space where everyone may speak freely, we recognize the 
importance of confidentiality. What is said here stays here, what is learned here leaves here. 
If something comes up that you would like to share outside of the group, ask the person who 
said it for their permission, as they were sharing their thoughts in a space of trust. 
●      Be Curious. We make better decisions when we approach our problems and challenges 
with questions (“What if we…?”) and curiosity. Allow space for play, curiosity, and creative 
thinking. 
●      This work is personal.  Everyone is allowed to have and feel their feelings. 
●      Don't freeze people in time. Our conversations are living and changing, therefore trust 


































Appendix C: Reflection Guide 
 
Questions to consider: 
 
 
1. For the educator: What are some initial thoughts, responses to tour/program? 
2. For both: Any questions or surprises? 
3. For both: Looking at the list of elements of Whiteness and anti-racist teaching, are there 
any that you noticed occuring during this tour/program? How so? 
a. What effect do you think those elements might have had on participants’ 
experiences? What makes you say that? 
4. For both: In reflecting on what occurred (or perhaps did not occur) on the tour does 
anything come to mind that specifically relates back to our research questions?  
b. How does Whiteness manifest in our art museum teaching? 
c. How does Whiteness manifest in different choices WME’s make when 
teaching different demographic groups? 
d. What can a WME inquiry group discussing these issues tell us about how 
we might mitigate Whiteness in practice?  
e. What are the possible impacts of Whiteness on visitors' learning 
experience?  
5. For both: Reflexive practice asks that we seek to link our practice to aspects of our 
identities. Specifically, is there anything about this tour/program, and/or reflecting on it, 
that helps you understand your Whiteness better? How so? 
 
